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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Effective Leadership Characteristics for Student Performance as Perceived by High-

Performing Texas High School Principals: A Delphi Study.  (May 2007) 

David Earle Young, B.A., Texas A&M University; 

M.S., Texas A&M University – Commerce 

Chair of Advisory Committee:  Dr. John R. Hoyle 

 

 The purpose of this study was to identify leadership characteristics of high-

performing Texas high school principals that positively affect student performance.  A 

secondary purpose of the study was to determine the degree of agreement between 

conceptualizations of leadership presented in existing research and those of successful 

practitioners.  A Delphi panel of sixteen high school principals participated in the study. 

Over the course of three rounds, the members of the expert panel provided 

feedback to both the researcher and other members of the panel as to which leadership 

characteristics they felt were of critical importance to student success.  The 

characteristics presented in the questionnaire were based upon a sound theoretical 

framework resulting from a thorough review of existing research.  At the completion of 

Round Three, it was decided that consensus had been reached among the members of the 

panel and the data collection period was ended.  Each of the questionnaires used in the 

study, as well as the relevant statistical analysis and frequency distributions, can be 

found in the appendices of this document. 



iv 

 

The major findings of the study affirm the importance of leadership and its 

positive impact on student achievement.  First, there seems to be agreement between the 

body of research on leadership and the viewpoint of successful practitioners as to which 

leadership characteristics are essential for student success.  Second, vision for goal 

achievement, response to diversity, and ethical practice head the list of critical leadership 

attributes for high school principals.  Third, leadership characteristics presented in the 

literature base are, at least in the opinion of the high-performing high school principals 

involved in this study, comprehensive and are not missing any major components for 

student success.   

The conclusions and recommendations of this study could affect the performance 

of high school principals’ leadership in school improvement.  Its major significance can 

be found in its potential effect on the daily practice of individuals currently serving as 

school leaders, the professional growth plans of practicing administrators, and the 

components and focus of principal preparation programs. 
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CHAPTER I 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 

Today’s public schools operate in an environment of ever-increasing 

accountability.  Schools are being asked to continually do more with less.  Now more 

than ever, schools are accountable for student learning at every level.  School leaders are 

tasked with providing a safe and nurturing environment, staffing school facilities with 

highly qualified and caring individuals at every position, maintaining a truly symbiotic 

relationship between their organization and the community in which it operates, and 

flexibly adapting to an ever-changing and complex organizational environment.  All of 

the aforementioned tasks for the school leader must, of course, be performed within the 

constant context of organizational instructional leadership. 

Few would argue that public school leadership is not essential to student success 

in any school setting.  However, the question of how effective leadership is characterized 

is much more difficult to answer.  In a brief prepared for the Task Force on Developing 

Research in Educational Leadership, Kenneth Leithwood and Carolyn Riehl posit, 

“Some observers argue that this fascination with leadership merely reflects a general 

human desire to be in control of one’s situation.  Others say that while the impact of 

good leadership may be difficult to determine, the effects of poor leadership are easy to 

see.  In any case, fascination with leadership abounds” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003a, p.2). 

 
 
______________ 
This dissertation follows the style and format of The Journal of Educational Research. 
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An extensive body of research exists pertaining to educational leadership.  For 

years, notable scholars have described successful leadership characteristics.  The 

rationale behind the existing research seems to be threefold.  Leadership studies are 

predominantly aimed to describe the behavior of individuals in leadership roles, help 

explain school outcomes and effects, and to guide in the preparation of both present and 

future school administrators (Leithwood & Duke, 1999).   While no single definition of 

leadership exists, most discussions of the concept tend to center around the basic 

functions of providing direction or exercising influence (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  

For example, Yukl claims that, “most definitions of leadership reflect the assumption 

that it involves a social influence process whereby intentional influence is exerted by one 

person (or group) over other people (or groups) to structure the activities and 

relationships in a group or organization” (1994, p 3).  In the absence of an absolute 

definition, most scholars have been content to categorize existing models of leadership.  

In a research review spanning the decade from 1985-1995, Leithwood and Duke assert 

that six basic categories of leadership exist.  These specific categories are instructional 

leadership (focusing on teaching activities directly affecting student growth), 

transformational leadership (dealing with the collective commitments of organizational 

members), moral leadership (pertaining to the values and ethics of the leader), 

participative leadership (stressing group decision-making processes), managerial 

leadership (relating to the specific functions, behaviors, and tasks of the leader), and 

contingent leadership (having to do with the responsiveness of the leader to unique 

circumstances or problems) (Leithwood & Duke, 1999).  These categories of leadership 
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should not be considered to be mutually exclusive.  In fact, the specific characteristics 

that may be dominant in one category can generally be found to be present at least in 

some form in each of the other categories as well. 

Due to the accountability-oriented environment in which today’s public school 

leader works, the campus principal is invariably linked with the performance of his or 

her students in many different areas, not the least of which tends to be student 

performance on standardized tests designed to measure student learning at each grade 

level.  A possible reason for this growing emphasis on the performance of students under 

a particular principal’s charge is that educational institutions have a much greater 

technological capacity to evaluate and report outcomes of student performance.  

Additionally, software for the simple disaggregation of student performance data is 

readily available (Marsh, 2000).  Today’s educational environment is one in which a 

well-defined link exists between student learning outcomes and principal performance. 

Paying attention to the technical aspects of leadership is important, however 

some research suggests that principals may be neglecting other important aspects of 

leadership while focusing on measurable student outcomes such as test scores (Ladd and 

Zelli, 2002).  Other critical aspects of schooling exist and demand the attention of any 

school leader.  Principals are called to provide leadership to their organizations in the 

moral, political, and intellectual dimensions as well (Foster, 1989a; Fullan, 2003; Hoyle, 

2002).  These additional dimensions for leadership require the principal to be attentive to 

the total organizational context in which he or she works.  This context is, however, 

always in a state of flux and is more complex today than ever before.  Educational 
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stakeholders  are currently operating in an environment characterized by new 

understandings of teaching and learning, amazing innovations in technology providing 

for greater access to information, constant shifts in the structural configurations of 

schools, a new paradigm for staff development and teacher professionalism, and ever-

evolving governance structures (Murphy, 1994). 

Having examined both the historical definitions of leadership and the context in 

which it occurs, it is also important to understand the general themes of how school 

leadership contributes to student learning that are substantiated by the existing body of 

research.  In the 2003 report entitled What Do We Already Know About Successful 

School Leadership released by the Task Force on Developing Research in Educational 

Leadership, several strong claims are made regarding the impact of school leadership on 

student learning.  These claims go a long way toward defining a set of essential 

leadership characteristics that translate into positive student outcomes.   

The first claim is “Successful School Leadership Makes Important Contributions 

to the Improvement of Student Learning” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b, p 10).  There are 

a multitude of factors that affect student learning, but only a small percentage of the 

variation in student learning can be accounted for by school level factors (Coleman et 

al., 1966; Jencks, 1973).  Of the aforementioned school-level factors, quality curriculum 

and instruction seem to account for the greatest impact on student learning, but school 

leaders also have a significant impact on how students learn.  While many positive 

effects on student learning can be directly attributed to quality curriculum and 
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instruction, leadership effects on student performance are of a more indirect nature 

(Hallinger & Heck 1996a).   

A second claim made by the task force report is that a core set of “basic” 

leadership practices are valuable in almost all contexts (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b, p 

16).  An analysis of existing literature yields three basic categories of leadership practice 

that are useful in almost all organizational circumstances.  These practices, although not 

always presented with consistent vocabulary by every scholar, are setting directions, 

developing people, and redesigning the organization (Conger & Kanungo, 1998; 

Hallinger & Heck, 1999; Leithwood, 1994). The notion of setting directions has to do 

with developing clear ideas about what the defining characteristics of the organization 

are among all of its members (Hallinger & Heck, 2002).  This is frequently 

accomplished through presenting a uniform organizational vision, developing group 

goals and building shared capacity for their achievement, and establishing non-

negotiable performance expectations for the organization (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  

The idea of developing people pertains to creating the capacity for organizational 

members to achieve the direction that has been set by the leader.  Effective leadership 

must follow the articulation of a clear vision with the necessary support system for each 

and every member of the organization to be successful.  In essence, leaders must be 

willing to “walk the walk” after they “talk the talk”.  The third component of these 

“basic” leadership practices is a capacity for redesigning the organization.  One aspect of 

this component deals with the leader’s effect on the school culture.  Their ability to 

foster an attitude of shared commitment to school-wide goals by every member of the 
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organization is of critical importance (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990).  Another important 

hallmark of redesigning the organization is the ability of a leader to change 

organizational structures to better align them with conditions that positively affect 

teaching and learning (Louis & Kruse (1995).  Building collaborative processes 

throughout the organization is also critical to a leader’s being able to successfully 

implement this leadership practice.  Principals need to be able to create an attitude of 

involvement on the part of all stakeholders in the educational process.  This concept of 

their own personal ability to help shape the educational context is extremely important 

for each organizational member’s personal sense of goal accomplishment (Sleegers, 

Geijsel & van den Borg, 2002). 

The aforementioned report produced by the AERA Division A Task Force on 

Developing Research in Educational Leadership continues by also making the claim that 

“in addition to engaging in a core set of leadership practices, successful leaders must act 

in ways that acknowledge the accountability-oriented policy context in which almost all 

work” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b, p 21). Today’s school leader lives under the ever-

watchful microscope of the general public.  Our educational system is one in which 

school leadership continues to be more accountable in a variety of ways.  Four views of 

this accountability are identified in existing research as the market, decentralization, 

professional and managerial approaches (Leithwood & Earl 2000).  Each of these 

approaches to accountability requires a specific skill set on the part of the school leader.  

A potential stumbling block for accountability-oriented administrators is that each of 

these approaches also carried with it specific side effects.  Each of these approaches calls 
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for a certain environment to be developed by the school leader.  The market approach 

calls for a competitive environment whereas schools operating under the decentralization 

approach tend to afford their stakeholders more opportunities for empowerment and 

shared decision making.  Standards-based instructional leadership is the order of the day 

when the educational context is based on professional accountability, but leaders 

answering to a more management-oriented accountability environment must spend their 

time on strategic management activities (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

A fourth leadership claim made through the existing research analysis done by 

the task force is that “many successful leaders in schools serving highly diverse student 

populations enact practices to promote school quality, equity, and social justice” 

(Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b, p 24).  This claim sheds light on the notion that not every 

school environment is populated with students who have always been successful in 

school.  Due to student factors such as race, immigration status, financial standing, 

physical limitation, and intellectual capacity, diversity is alive and well in today’s public 

schools.  Diverse student populations seem to call for and respond more positively to 

diverse leadership skills (Hallinger & Heck, 1996a).   These skills tend to connect with 

students in ways that allow them to take ownership of their own educational processes.  

Successful leaders in these situations place an extremely high value on the school’s 

commitment to teaching and learning when making decisions on issues such as class 

size, how students will be grouped, which curriculum to use, teacher recruitment, and 

exactly what will be expected of students (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  Another area of 

focus for leaders of schools serving diverse populations is the development of strong 
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communities within the school.  There are two important communities within the school: 

the community between adults and students and the professional community of teachers, 

administrators, and other professional staff.  Creating strong bonds between students and 

the adults they encounter at school on a daily basis is critical to student motivation (Lee, 

Bryk, & Smith, 1993).  Evidence also exists to show that student achievement is 

positively affected when there is a strong bond between members of the professional 

community on a campus (Bryk & Driscoll, 1988).  It is also important that schools 

serving diverse populations nurture the existing educational cultures of its families and 

make efforts to expand the degree to which the social capital of its students is valued by 

the school (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

There is certainly a strong base of research on educational leadership.  While the 

terminology used to define or categorize leadership differs between all of the existing 

empirical analyses performed in this area to date, a common thread regarding the 

importance of solid leadership at the principal level winds prevalently throughout 

available literature. It is imperative that school leaders (both existing and aspiring) and 

leadership training programs embrace the learning that has previously occurred in order 

to positively impact student learning and performance outcomes for the future. 

 

Problem Statement 

There are many factors that influence student achievement.  The strongest effects 

on student performance are shown to be present due to individual student characteristics 

such as family background, intellectual ability, and motivation for learning (Coleman et 
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al,1966; Jencks 1977; van de Grift & Houtveen, 1999).  Factors related to the school 

environment account for a smaller percentage of the effects on student achievement, but 

are certainly worthy of study.  The greatest effect on student achievement attributable to 

the school environment is found at the classroom level.  High-level instructional 

techniques, a robust and focused curriculum, formal teacher training and certification in 

the areas of both academic content and pedagogy, and the use of active teaching 

strategies provide the strongest effects on student achievement.  The next highest effect 

on achievement is attributed to leadership.  “Leadership has significant effects on student 

learning, second only to the effects of quality curriculum and teachers’ instruction” 

(Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

The role of the principal continues to evolve each and every day.  Successful 

school leadership is no longer confined to merely being able to effectively manage both 

the children and adults who arrive at the schoolhouse on a daily basis.  The distinction 

between management and leadership is of critical importance to the success of any 

principal.  It is this concept of leadership that it is at the heart of educational 

administration’s knowledge base.  Leadership takes many forms, but certainly depends 

greatly on the context of each individual school and community.  This study seeks to 

clarify which leadership characteristics and skills are indispensable to secondary school 

leaders today. 
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Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to identify what leadership characteristics are most 

important to high school principals in improving school performance.  These leadership 

characteristics, derived from the research literature, have been submitted to an expert 

panel of high school principals to evaluate their importance to successful practice. 

 

Research Questions 

The study will address the following questions: 

1. Do the leadership characteristics presented in the available literature on 

educational administration represent the qualities viewed as critical to student 

success by successful practitioners? 

2. What are the most essential leadership characteristics for success as a Texas High 

School principal? 

3. What leadership characteristics are viewed as being critical to student success 

that have not already been identified by existing leadership literature? 

 

Operational Definitions 

Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) – The AEIS reports pull together a wide 

range of information on the performance of students in each school and district in Texas 

every year (Texas Education Agency, 2006).  Indicators tracked on these reports include 

student performance on standardized tests, completion and drop-out rates, school size, 

staff experience and certification, and campus budget distributions. 
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Delphi Study – a research methodology involving repeated rounds of isolated 

consultation with persons designated as experts in a particular field.  The purpose of this 

type of study is to eliminate expert confrontation that sometimes occurs in group settings 

and to develop consensus based on increasingly relevant information (Cunningham, 

1982). 

Demographic Variables – Student performance data is broken down in AEIS by 

demographic variables such as sex, race, socioeconomic status, instructional program, 

and limited English proficiency status.  Data for each of these groups will be examined 

while selecting participants for this study. 

Inter-Quartile Range (IQR) – A statistical measure for the spread (dispersion) of a 

variable.  The IQR is calculated by subtracting the First Quartile (Q1) from the Third 

Quartile (Q3).  This value is used to measure the spread of the middle 50% of a 

variable’s values. 

Leadership -   The ability to mobilize and work with others to articulate and achieve 

shared intentions (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

Principal – The instructional leader of a school who shall be provided with adequate 

personnel assistance and training to assume the instructional leader role in a public 

school (Texas Education Code, Subchapter E: Section 11.202). 

Student Performance – Measurable outcomes in areas such as percentage of students 

meeting expectations on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), 

dropout and completion rates, graduation rates, attendance rates, and college entrance 

examinations scores. 
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Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) – A statewide annual assessment 

administered in Texas public schools annually in grades 3-11.  The 11th grade 

assessment is also called the “Exit Level” test.  A student must pass all four sections of 

the exit level test (English/ Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies) 

and meet academic credit requirements to graduate from high school. 

 

Assumptions 

1. The respondents surveyed will understand the scope of the study and the 

language of the instrument, will be competent in self-reporting, and will respond 

objectively and honestly. 

2. Interpretation of the data collected accurately reflects the intent of the 

respondent. 

3. The methodology proposed and described here offers a logical and appropriate 

design for this particular research project. 

 

Limitations 

1. The study is limited to a selected number of High School Principals from Texas 

public high schools with more than 900 enrolled students viewed as being highly 

successful under the Texas Academic Excellence Indicator System. 

2. The study is limited to the information acquired from literature review, survey 

instruments, and interviews via telephone and/or email. 

3. Findings can only be generalized to Texas public 4A or 5A high schools. 
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4. Due to a small number of respondents, the results of a Delphi study are not easily 

generalizable to the overall body of principals. 

 

Methodology 

Determining the degree to which successful leadership characteristics suggested 

by available educational literature coincide with the leadership characteristics deemed to 

be most necessary for student success in the eyes of successful Texas high school 

principals is the goal of this study.  The research methodology used toward this aim will 

be the Delphi technique.  The Delphi process employs a series of questionnaires to 

“systematically solicit, collect, evaluate, and tabulate independent expert opinion 

without group discussion” (Tersine & Riggs, 1976, p.51).  In this case, the experts 

responding to the series of questionnaires will be successful principals of high schools in 

Texas.  The principals participating in the study will be selected in partnership with the 

Texas Association of Secondary School Principals using the criteria of school size, the 

amount of time for which the principal has been in his or her position, and the 

accountability rating received by the school under Texas’ Academic Excellence 

Indicator System.  Specifically, the study will consist of principals of who have been in a 

leadership role for at least three years on a high school campus of at least 900 students 

(categorized as being either a 4A or 5A high school by the University Interscholastic 

League (UIL) for both athletic and academic purposes) that received an accountability 

rating of either Exemplary or Recognized on its school report card for the 2004-05 

school year. 
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Round One of the Delphi process will present respondents with a questionnaire 

regarding research-based principal leadership practices.  Using a Likert scale, principals 

will rate each leadership characteristic’s importance to student success as being “not 

necessary, of moderate importance, of average importance, of above average 

performance, or of critical performance for student success”.  The initial survey will also 

give respondents the opportunity to propose any additional leadership characteristics 

which they feel are vitally important for student success that were not presented by the 

original questions. 

The second and subsequent rounds of the Delphi will inform each individual 

respondent of their responses given in earlier rounds as well as the entire group’s 

responses to the preceding survey.  Respondents whose answers to particular questions 

fall outside the inter-quartile range (IQR) of the overall group, will be asked to consider 

their previous answer to the question.  In these cases, the responding principal will be 

asked whether he or she would like to submit to the will of the entire group by changing 

their initial answer to the question or provide supporting reasoning and/or evidence of 

their initial answer for the entire group to consider.  The final round of the Delphi will 

occur after a general consensus has been reached as to which leadership characteristics 

are seen by the expert panel as being of critical importance to student success.  

Respondents will be asked in the final round to prioritize the remaining list of leadership 

characteristics.  At this point, a comparative analysis will be done to determine whether 

the theoretical knowledge base on leadership matches the viewpoints of successful 

educational practitioners.     



15 

 

Significance Statement 

Every school principal is faced with the task of finding the best way to organize 

his or her school/staff so that it is most conducive to a high level of student success.  

School leaders choose to employ many different styles of influence in their respective 

organizations.  In fact, every principal’s leadership style and the set of leadership tools 

he or she has in their educational toolbox has a large effect on the overall school 

environment (and, by extension, a large effect on student success as well).   

A substantial body of research exists in the area of educational leadership.  

Principals must make choices as to which leadership characteristics they feel are most 

important.  This study is designed to determine how well the leadership characteristics 

identified as having the greatest impact on student success by the literature match up 

with those as being seen as important by successful school leaders.  The significance of a 

study of this nature can be found in that its conclusions will be extremely useful for 

principals to improve their daily practice as building administrators.  Individuals already 

serving as building-level principals will be able to take the findings of this study and use 

them to develop their own personalized plans for continuing professional development.  

This study also has implications for principal training programs as well. Designers of 

these programs will certainly want to be sure that they include successful elements from 

both the theoretical and practical frames of reference. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a summary of existing literature related 

to school leadership and student performance.  There are four major parts incorporated 

into this literature review.  The first section examines the leadership context in which 

campus principals operate and how that context has changed over time.  Second, this 

review turns to presenting various definitions of leadership and the dimensions into 

which it has been categorized by various scholars.  Next, this literature review discusses 

the thematic trends or claims regarding leadership born out of the existing body of 

research spanning the last twenty years.  Finally, the Delphi model for futures research is 

examined in the fourth section of this review.  It is the hope of the researcher that the 

leadership framework developed by examining the literature presented in this chapter 

will allow for effective planning, implementation, analysis, and evaluation of the 

leadership characteristics of high-performing Texas high school principals. 

 

Leadership Context 

The leadership context in which today’s high school principal operates is 

extremely complex.  Principals have always been responsible for organizational and 

environmental elements.  Specifically, principals must be mindful of issues such as 

human resource needs and availability, the dynamic market for school services in the 
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community in which their school is located, funding models and availability, 

accountability to governmental policies and regulations, and the broader cultural and 

social conditions that affect their school on a daily basis (Leithwood & Duke, 1999).  

The aforementioned items have always been part of the leadership context for principals.  

However, keeping all of these balls in the air at the same time is more difficult now than 

ever before due to the fact that each of them seems to be in a state of constant flux.  

Policy shifts and governmental mandates are causing principals to closely examine 

staffing patterns based on the available number and qualifications of teachers and other 

school staff members.  The financial arrangement of schooling is moving toward a more 

centralized model at the state level.  Principals are forced to reexamine their perception 

in the community because of new-found competition at the local level due to talk of 

educational vouchers and the increasing effects of charter schooling.  A balance must be 

struck between state and federal accountability mandates and their effects on the 

processes of teaching and learning (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

In addition to the environmental changes faced by principals, the educational 

context itself is changing.  In his work on the restructuring of schools, Murphy discusses 

four noticeable trends within the educational arena.  These trends are a new paradigm for 

teaching and learning based on the advent of technology and other communication 

practices, the altering of school configurations in terms of scheduling formats, calendar 

length, nested programs, new arrangements of teacher development and training, and 

changing school governance structures (1994). 
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Today’s principals are called to rally in the face of the changes in our educational 

system using leadership practices and characteristics that are geared toward student 

success.  After all, if the leadership context were perfectly stable, then there would be no 

need for human leadership at any level of the schooling system.  All that would be 

required for a perfectly-run school system would be a well-defined set of written policies 

for teachers, students, and their parents to follow (Kerr & Jermier, 1978; Pitner, 1986).  

In fact, as posited by Firestone, instructional policy at the state level has begun to 

overtake some administrative practices in the area of instructional leadership (1996).  

This notion that leadership is less important in a stable setting is spoken to by Leithwood 

and Riehl in their report to the Task Force on Developing Research in Educational 

Administration: 

Settled organizational and institutional cultures are maintained in many 

ways, and leadership is just one of them.  The current situation in 

education, however, takes on many characteristics of “frontier cultures”: 

which often require strong leadership to provide coherence, guidance, and 

a sense of stability (2003, p. 6). 

In spite of all the transition and change in the public school sector today, the need 

for quality individuals assuming leadership functions with the best interest of 

students at the forefront of their agenda has never been greater.   
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Concepts of Leadership 

In a review of contemporary research found in four major educational leadership 

journals, Leithwood and Duke identify six frequently referenced concepts of leadership 

as being instructional leadership, transformational leadership, contingent leadership, 

moral leadership, managerial leadership, and participative leadership (Leithwood & 

Duke 1999).  The descriptive terms attached to these terms certainly mean different 

things to different readers; therefore the intended attributes of each are detailed in the 

following paragraphs. 

The concept of instructional leadership is one that has many different definitions 

depending on the exact context in which it is being discussed.  In fact, the variation in 

how the term is defined has greatly complicated interpretation of the existing body of 

research (Foster 1986).  Some researchers have attempted to frame their studies by 

applying a greater degree of specificity to instructional leadership.  Geltner and Shelton, 

in their study of instructional benefits resulting from effective utilization of profession 

support personnel such as counselors, psychologists, and social workers, refer to this 

form of leadership as strategic instructional leadership (1991).  Others, such as 

Stallhammar, use the term pedagogical leadership rather than merely instructional 

leadership (1994).  For the purposes of this study, it is assumed that instructional 

leadership centers around the behavior of educational professionals as they participate in 

tasks and activities that affect the development, growth and performance of students 

(Leithwood & Duke 1999).  Instructional leadership, regardless of specific definition, is 
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certainly considered by most scholars to be at the very core of educational 

administration.   

There are many different people on a school campus that are charged with 

exercising some form of instructional leadership.  While individuals such as teachers, 

counselors, and other professional support staff members provide a certain degree of 

instructional leadership, it is widely accepted that the largest single source of 

instructional leadership in an educational setting rests with those individuals occupying 

formal administrative roles (such as the principal).  These individuals also exercise 

influence throughout the entire organization due to their expert instructional knowledge 

(Sheppard 1996).  An important distinction must be made between direct and indirect 

forms of instructional leadership (Kleine-Kracht 1993).  The fact that principals exercise 

instructional leadership through the influence process does lend itself to the conclusion 

that their effect on the actual process of student learning and performance is of a more 

indirect or distal nature (Hallinger and Heck 1996). 

However, the principal is not the only individual in a school who exercises 

instructional leadership.  It is impossible for one individual to meet an entire school’s 

needs for instructional leadership.  Other possible sources of instructional leadership are 

district-level personnel or classroom teachers.  District instructional leadership consists 

of three major parts.  First, it is the fundamental purpose of centralized instructional 

personnel to establish instructional goals.  Second, these goals must be clearly 

communicated to the campus-level instructional staff (teachers in particular).  The final 

function of school district instructional personnel should be to gain teachers’ support for 
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these instructional goals, not by coercion, but through a process of persuasion and 

prescription (Floden et al. 1998). Instructional leadership from the school district level is 

also of critical importance to student success.  However, district-level oversight is the 

subject an ever-raging debate between centralized control of instructional content and 

the classroom-level autonomy of the teacher who best knows the specific needs of his or 

her students.  Some scholars feel that this debate is more perceived than actual and that 

very few school districts tend toward one extreme or the other in terms of either teacher 

autonomy or district control of academic content (Floden et al. 1998). This balance 

between district-level and classroom-level instructional leadership is certainly an 

important one.  The principal is often the vehicle by which an effective balance must be 

obtained (Marzano, 2003).   

Classroom teachers exercise a form of instructional leadership on a daily basis 

while planning, implementing, and evaluating activities for their students.  The selection 

of educational goals and objectives by the teacher is a critical instructional leadership 

practice.  Additionally, the teacher’s matching of the aforementioned goals and 

objectives with appropriate instructional methodologies based on student needs and 

other classroom-level variables further enhances the teacher’s role in the instructional 

leadership process (Davidson 1992).  This concept of “teacher leaders” validates the 

longstanding belief that teachers hold a key position in the operations of schools and the 

critical functions of teaching and learning (York-Barr & Duke, 2004).  Teacher leaders 

are continually focused on affecting meaningful change for the benefit of their students.  

In doing so, the actions that they take seem to be characterized by a strong belief system, 
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a commitment to learning, the use of inquiry, and a desire to collaborate with their 

educational peers (Darias, 2002).  Schwahn and Spady describe leaders as those whose 

goals included a sustained process of change and continuous improvement.  They 

believe that change is most productive “when it involves more effective ways of 

operating and leads to consistently improved outcomes” (1998, p.85).  Teacher leaders 

have a vision for what kind of achievements can take place in their classroom and they 

commit themselves to converting those visions into classroom realities (Darias, 2002).   

The relationship between teacher leaders and campus-level administration is a 

critical one for student success.  This “parallel leadership” activates and sustains the 

knowledge-generating capacity of the entire school (Crowther et al., 2002).  The teacher-

administrator relationship is enhanced when it is predicated on what Linda Lambert 

describes as a culture of inquiry.  This environment is one that fosters learning and 

research from a desire to ascertain information regarding successful teaching practices 

and how they can positively impact student performance (1998).  A necessary 

component for empowering teachers as leaders is the provision of time and resources for 

meaningful dialogue, research, investigation, and collaboration between teachers and 

administrators.  A commitment to these items on the part of a building principal is a 

commitment to student success (Darias, 2002).   

The second concept of leadership included in these findings is that of 

transformational leadership.  Transformational leaders focus their efforts on the 

objectives of the organization.  They clearly communicate these objectives to members 

of the organization and foster an environment in which all members of the organization 
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are clearly committed to achieving its goals.  In this transformational leadership 

scenario, employees feel that the leader has empowered them to achieve both their own 

goals and those of the group (Yukl, 1998).  This concept centers on the degree to which 

organizational members are committed to the overall goals of the organization and their 

capacity to achieve those goals (Leithwood and Duke 1999).  In this leadership model, 

power and authority do not necessarily reside with those occupying formal 

administrative roles, but they are attached to those individual members of the 

organization who can successfully foster the collective commitments and aspirations of 

other members of the organization to achieve the aforementioned goals.  One successful 

model of transformational leadership suggests that it exists in seven separate dimensions: 

building school vision, establishing school goals, providing intellectual stimulation, 

offering individualized support, modeling best practices and important organizational 

values, demonstrating high performance expectations, creating a productive school 

culture, and developing structures to foster participation in school decisions (Leithwood, 

1994).  A practical example of the seven dimensions of transformational leadership can 

be seen in a study of superintendent problem-solving practices.  The subjects of this 

study efficiently facilitated group problem-solving practices with their senior executive 

teams by anticipating situational limitations, demanding participation and input from all 

parties, and placing a premium on reflective practice throughout the process.  Another 

key element in the problem-solving arena indicative of transformational leadership is 

that leaders monitored group progress closely and only intervened personally when it 

was necessary to recharge or spur the overall group’s progress (Leithwood, Steinbach, & 
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Raun 1993).  Transformational leadership exemplifies a truly symbiotic relationship 

between the leader and the led.  It permanently changes the purposes and resources of 

both halves of the leader-follower relationship by elevating each to a higher plain 

resulting in greater achievement for all organizational stakeholders (Leithwood & Duke 

1999).  Burns argued that this form of leadership raised the levels of both commitment to 

and capacity for organizational success.  Pertaining to organizational motives and 

purposes, he stated “transforming leadership ultimately becomes moral in that it raises 

the level of human conduct and ethical aspiration of both leader and led, and thus has a 

transforming effect on both” (Burns, 1978, p. 20).  The following actions are often 

indicative of transformational leadership: 

• defining the need for change; 

• creating new visions and mustering commitment to the visions; 

• concentrating on long-term goals; 

• inspiring followers to transcend their own interests to pursue higher order 

goals; 

• changing the organization to accommodate their vision rather than working 

with an existing one; and 

• mentoring followers to take greater responsibility for their own 

development and that of others.  Followers become leaders and leaders 

become change agents, and ultimately transform the organization (Hoy & 

Miskel, 2001, p. 414). 
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In general, the leader’s personal beliefs and values are the source of transformational 

leadership.  They use these beliefs and values to unite their followers and transform the 

collective commitments of the organization to yield results that may not have even been 

dreamed of in the past (Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987).   

Contingent leadership approaches the decision-making tasks of school principals 

from a more problem-solving standpoint.  One of the key characteristics of contingent 

leadership is that the necessary skills for successful leadership cannot be generalized into 

any one context.  The focus of this approach has to be on the way in which leaders 

respond to the unique characteristics of the environment in which they operate 

(Leithwood and Duke 1999).  This point of view assumes that there is a great deal of 

variation from one school to the next and that any given school administrator must be 

able to employ a vast array of leadership practices and activities.  Proponents of the 

contingent conceptualization of leadership tend to view it one of two ways.  They either 

see problem-solving leadership from the reflective (or craft-oriented) point of view or 

from that of a more cognitive frame of reference.  Reflective practice as an effective 

problem-solving tool has been advocated by many prominent researchers throughout the 

years.  School administrators need to practice a “craft-like” science in order to be 

successful in an environment characterized by illogical problems and ever-changing 

situational demands.  Successful leadership must be based on personal reflection 

(Sergiovanni 1989).  It is the view of many researchers that these reflective episodes are 

absolutely critical to the success or failure of leaders.  For example, Schon writes “It is 

the entire practice of reflection-in-action which is central to the “art” by which 
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practitioners sometimes deal with situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and 

value conflicts” (1983, p. 50).  School leaders must understand that differences exist 

between professional and scientific or theoretical knowledge.  It is the act of making 

professional decisions based on intuition informed by scientific knowledge that forms 

the crux of the reflective process (Sergiovanni 1989).  Through the reflective process, 

principals and other school leaders may begin to develop an intuitive sense of the things 

that will be helpful to them in dealing with future problems, gain a better understanding 

of the resources that they have at their disposal and sharpen their personal evaluative 

senses for acceptable results in problematic situations (Blumberg 1989).  Effective 

reflective practice is often the bridge between theory and experience.  Battersby argues 

that “for theory to be developed in educational administration that ‘fits’ and ‘works’, it 

will be necessary for those who are now ascribed the status of ‘developers’ and 

‘consumers’ to come together to think, to question, and to reflect on what they know, or 

on new areas of content, and then to test this against and within experience” (1987, p. 

66).  Another example of this contingent style of leadership is presented by Bredeson.  

He suggests the school leaders should use metaphors to stimulate their thinking during 

the problem-solving process (1988).  Bredeson maintains that metaphors are extremely 

useful in understanding the behavior of schools and other organizations by attaching 

common understandings and shared beliefs to the various parts or characteristics of the 

organization (1985).  Due to the fact that these shared understandings exist from the 

metaphor, the leader can facilitate discussion and problem-solving efforts between all of 

the stakeholders in the educational organization (Beck & Murphy, 1993). 
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Moral leadership focuses on the leader’s values and ethics.  This type of 

leadership incorporates normative, democratic, and symbolic conceptualizations of 

leadership ideals and characteristics (Leithwood and Duke 1994).  Researchers writing 

about moral leadership all maintain that values are a key aspect of leadership.  For 

example, Hodgkinson writes, “values constitute the essential problem of leadership…If 

there are no value conflicts then there is no need for leadership” (1991, p.11).  A key 

component of the research on moral leadership is the nature of the values used by leaders 

in their decision making.  Another important factor in this area is the manner in which 

these value conflicts are resolved.  Quite a range of opinions exists with respect to this 

particular component of moral leadership in contemporary research (Leithwood & Duke 

1994).  Hodgkinson suggests that there are three categories of values to choose from 

when making administrative choices and that higher-order values should be chosen over 

lesser in each decision-making process.  The categories that he suggests are subrational, 

rational, and transrational.  Each represents a hierarchical degree of defensibility based 

on the values it contains (1978, 1991).  Another view on the nature of the values related 

to moral leadership is that decisions should be made with the underlying value solely 

being that the growth of knowledge be promoted.  This type of value set places a high 

degree of importance on organizational learning (Evers & Lakomski 1991).  Yet another 

viewpoint broadens the application of moral leadership to a more symbolic or 

democratic level.  School leaders should be committed to democratic ideals in their 

decision-making and they should strive to replicate these ideals in academic 

environments they lead by transferring them to the daily activities and experiences of 
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their students (Slater 1994).  This focus on moral action and values is summarized by the 

statement, “It is our view…that educational administration is an ethical science 

concerned with good or better processes, good or better means, good or better ends and 

as such is thoroughly immersed in values, preferences, ideas, aspirations, hopes…” 

(Sergiovanni & Carver, 1973, p.5).  

A fifth conceptual idea of leadership categorized by Leithwood and Duke’s 

review of literature is managerial leadership.  This type of leadership deals with the 

specific activities and actions of leaders as they relate to their purpose in the 

organization.  A major assumption associated with this view of leadership is that if the 

leader performs their function efficiently, then the other members of the organization 

will be able to satisfactorily perform their work as well (Leithwood & Duke, 1994).  The 

term managerial leadership is viewed by many to be somewhat dichotomous in nature.  

Many studies separate management and leadership into two distinct categories of 

leadership.  For example, one study argues for a clear distinction between “visionary 

leadership” and managerial practices.  Visionary leadership is characterized by things 

such as aligning school goals with the leader’s own strong personal convictions 

regarding educational change, presenting a clear purpose and ideological commitment 

among all stakeholders, innovation and risk-taking, and the possession of a clear 

personal vision for what a successful school looks like (Lesourd, Tracz, & Grady 1992; 

Blumberg and Greenfield 1980).  Managerial leadership, on the other hand, is an 

alternate conception of leadership highlighted by an intense drive to maintain daily order 

and effectively monitor daily operations (Lesourd, Tracz, & Grady 1992). Discussions of 
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leadership versus management and which is more important for school principals abound 

in the existing body of educational research.  Most discussions of leadership and 

management portray the two concepts as being on opposite ends of a continuum and that 

individuals are either managers or leaders.  In stark contrast to the aforementioned 

theories, Achilles argues that leadership and management are both essential dimensions 

of the overall concept of administration.  He states that both good leadership and good 

management are essential for organizational productivity (1992).  Another project 

developed a management profile that describes individuals’ performance in the six 

management functions of planning, training, persuasion, influence, professional 

interaction, and administration and three leadership functions of motivation, direction, 

and evaluation (Erlandson, Atkinson & Allen 1990).  Other authors have also found it 

necessary for the leadership and management to complement each other rather than 

compete.  In his article on successful restructuring of schools, Leithwood argues that 

even school administrators who employ the most transformational leadership practices 

appear to be, at the most overt level, consumed with managerial functions (1994).  

Managerial functions typically include items such as facilities management, scheduling, 

resource acquisition, and resource allocation.  These functions cannot be ignored at the 

expense of more visionary leadership ideals or functions.  In fact, a principal’s overall 

leadership capacity is often communicated to all of those invested in the educational 

community in a very symbolic way due to the manner in which he or she goes about 

undertaking tasks that are of a more managerial nature (Reitzug & Reeves, 1992).  

Whether managerial functions are considered to be officially divorced from leadership 
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functions or not, the research base is clear in the types of tasks or functions that can be 

found under the umbrella of management.  Myers and Murphy studied the relationship 

between measures of control used by superintendents in their dealing with high school 

principals to define six managerial functions: supervision, control of inputs, control of 

behavior, output control, selection/socialization, and environmental controls (1995).  

These authors also bridge the gap between and education and the world of industrial 

management by attaching school-related items to each of the aforementioned control 

mechanisms.  Other authors see the school principal’s prime managerial responsibility to 

be the buffering of teachers and students (the technical core of the education process) 

from excessive distractions and interruptions (Rossmiller 1992).  In a comprehensive 

review of five major research journals, Leithwood and Duke examined 40 studies to 

generate the following 10 key sets of managerial tasks or functions: 

• Providing financial and material resources to adequately support 

the educational program; 

• Placing the financial and material resources in the areas where 

they can best support the educational program; 

• Anticipating, analyzing, and effectively responding to predictable 

problems that the organization encounters; 

• Facilities management; 

• Management of the student body; 
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• Effectively communicating with all stakeholders in the 

educational process (staff, students, parents, community members, 

and district officials); 

• Aligning district initiatives and policies with campus 

improvement goals; 

• Reducing disruptions to the instructional staff and students; 

• Conflict mediation; 

• Political management of the school. 

(Leithwood & Duke 1994) 

 
The existing body of research in educational administration speaks a great deal to the 

subject of management.  Regardless of whether it should be considered a distinct form of 

leadership or not, the research seems to convey the idea that managerial skills are of 

critical importance to school principals in the twenty first century. 

The final category of leadership presented by Leithwood and Duke in their 

review of contemporary literature is participative leadership.  This style of leadership 

focuses on the actions/needs/opinions of the entire group and is sometimes also referred 

to as shared leadership or teacher leadership (Yukl, 1994).  There is a divide in the 

academic community with respect to the reasons supporting participative leadership.  On 

one hand, participative leadership increases the overall organizational effectiveness, and, 

on the other hand, participative leadership is called for due to a basic set of democratic 

principles such as those that are the overriding premise for the category of moral 

leadership (Leithwood & Duke, 1999).  Many scholars agree that as leadership 
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accountability and other demands on the principal increase, sharing the leadership load 

may indeed be the best way to go (Johnston & Pickersgill, 1992; Vandenberghe, 1992).  

The school context today is radically different than the days in which a building 

principal could get away with merely being a good manager.  This context is hallmarked 

by uncertainty and ambiguity due to increased complexity, workload, and external 

demands for innovation (Murphy & Hallinger, 1992; Hallinger, 1992).  This 

environment is one of the reasons for the rise of participative leadership.  School leaders 

today are called upon to be much more open and consultative of all members of the 

educational community (parents, teachers, community members, and even students) 

(Leithwood & Duke, 1999). 

Site-based management, a phenomenon which has exploded in the educational 

community over the course of the last two decades, is considered by many to be the 

premier example of participatory leadership.  Under this leadership model, authority and 

influence are not merely maintained by those occupying formal administrative positions, 

but they are wielded by any qualified individual based on his or her expert knowledge, 

democratic rights, and their critical role in implementing decisions.  The site-based 

management process generally falls into one of three categories that yield insight into the 

degree to which school leadership has “bought in” to the participator leadership process.  

These categories, promoted by Murphy and Beck, are administrative-controlled site-

based management, professional-controlled site-based management, and community-

controlled site-based management (1995).  The instance in which all three segments of 

the site-based management process (administrators, teacher, and community members) 
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share power equally is worthy of consideration as a fourth category, but it is encountered 

on a much more infrequent basis. 

The goal of the administrative-controlled site-based management scenario is to 

maintain accountability between the campus and the central district administration 

through the efficient expenditure of resources.  The belief in this instance is that this 

efficient management by the principal in areas such as budget, personnel, and curriculum 

will ultimately result in a better school environment in which students can be more 

successful. The site-based decision-making committee is generally considered to be of 

an advisory nature only to the principal and has no real power in this scenario (Murphy 

& Beck, 1995). 

One of the foundation premises of the entire site-based management process is 

that the professionals closest to the student have the greatest understanding of what is 

necessary to produce overall student success (Hess, 1991).  This belief is at the heart of 

the professional-controlled site-based management process which is predicated on the 

notion that it is important to make better use of the professional knowledge of teaching 

and other non-administrative professionals in the areas of budget and curriculum.  In this 

model, it is also believed that the overall commitment of these professionals will 

increase due to their involvement in decision-making practices of the school (Murphy & 

Beck, 1995).  In scenarios such as this one where employees experience a higher degree 

of decision-making capability, it is believed that efficiency, effectiveness, and better 

student outcomes will result (David, 1989; Mojkowski & Fleming, 1988).  When the 

site-based management process falls in the situation of being professionally-controlled, 
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the committee has real decision-making power.  In wielding this power, teachers tend to 

have the most overall influence and make up the largest segment of the site-based 

committee (Murphy & Beck, 1995). 

The goal of community-controlled site-based management is to increase the 

accountability and “customer satisfaction” of the school to community-based stakeholder 

groups.  The largest stakeholder group represented in this process is usually parents (Lee 

et al., 1993; Wohlstetter, 1990; Wohlstetter & Mohrman, 1993).  Community-based 

decision-making usually has at its core the idea that the decisions made in the school, as 

well as the overall appearance of the school itself, need to reflect the community in 

which it is located in terms of its guiding values and principles (Wohlstetter & Oden, 

1992).  This implementation of the site-based management process is one aimed at 

increasing the authority and influence of parents by placing them on management 

committees or councils that possess decision-making power in the fundamental 

processes associated with the operation of the school (Murphy & Beck, 1995). 

The variation of the management process in which administrators, teachers, and 

community representatives such as parents have shared decision-making power is 

considered to be the optimal implementation of site-based management , but, 

unfortunately, it is only a rarely occurring phenomenon.  The goal of this model 

accomplishes the overriding goals of the three models discussed in the preceding 

paragraphs.  Teachers are more committed to the decisions made and initiatives created 

by this governing body because of their involvement in the process.  Parents feel 

committed to the activities of the school for the same reason.  In this model, the 
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professionals at the school feel that it is important to be responsive to the needs and 

concerns of community members because they value their contribution to the decision-

making process, but do not feel threatened that the community is trying to make a power 

play or shove them down their throat (Murphy & Beck, 1995).  An assumption in this 

model is that all participants have something valuable to offer in the key areas of 

discussion (Leithwood & Duke, 1999). 

 

Claims Regarding the Contribution of Leadership to Learning 

Understanding both the changes occurring in the context within school leadership 

occurs and a research-based categorization of leadership practices, it is also important to 

gain insight into how the general themes regarding the contributions of school leadership 

to student learning and performance are substantiated by the existing body of research.  

In the 2003 report entitled What Do We Already Know About Successful School 

Leadership? released by the Task Force on Developing Research in Educational 

Leadership, several strong claims are made by authors Kenneth Leithwood and Carolyn 

Riehl regarding the impact of school leadership on student learning.  These claims go a 

long way toward defining a set of essential leadership characteristics that translate into 

positive student outcomes.   

The first claim is that “Successful school leadership makes important 

contributions to the improvement of student learning” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b, p 

10).  There are a multitude of factors that affect student learning, but only a small 

percentage of the variation in student learning can be accounted for by school level 
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factors (Coleman et al., 1966; Jencks, 1973).  Of the identified school-level factors, 

quality curriculum and instruction seem to account for the greatest impact on student 

learning, but school leaders also have a significant impact on how students learn.  While 

many positive effects on student learning can be directly attributed to quality curriculum 

and instruction, leadership effects on student performance are of a more indirect nature 

(Hallinger & Heck, 1996).   

These claims regarding the effect of school leadership practices on student 

performance are supported by empirical evidence from two very different research 

bases.  The first research base that has been used to assert that leadership practices have 

a positive effect on academic achievement and student learning is qualitative case study 

evidence.  A characteristic of the collection of case study evidence obtained through 

qualitative methodology is that it is typically performed in an “exceptional” setting, i.e. 

settings that tend to be performing at levels on either of the extremes of the achievement 

spectrum.  These “outlier” designs most often report very large leadership effects in the 

area of student achievement as well as many other organizational variables (Leithwood 

& Riehl, 2003b).  In a review of outlier studies, Levine and Lezotte reported that 

outstanding, and sometimes courageous, school leadership on the part of the principal 

and other instructional leaders at the campus level was a significant factor in school 

success (1990).  Leadership factors from these studies that were directly affected by the 

principal and attributed to the overall success were selection and replacement of 

teachers, a “maverick” orientation, protection of instructional activities from distraction, 

frequent inspection of school activities, a commitment to the school improvement 
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process on the part of all organizational members, support for teachers, and a high 

degree of direct instructional leadership.  Other factors working toward success upon 

which the principal still had at least some indirect effect were parent involvement, 

continual monitoring of student progress and disaggregation of achievement data, 

student grouping, curriculum coordination, and equitable promotion policies and 

practices (Scheerens & Bosker, 1997).  Another important component born out in these 

qualitative case studies was the commitment on the part of the principal to the 

participatory leadership process.  The relationship between the principal and other 

instructional professionals (primarily teachers) at the campus level is important.  Several 

studies have shown that student achievement benefits from the principal striving to 

create an environment in which teachers are provided both the tools and instruction that 

they need to continuously hone their craft through the staff development process and the 

time to reflect on them and engage in productive dialogue with their colleagues 

regarding teaching and learning (Hamilton & Richardson, 1995; Coburn, 2001). 

In addition to qualitative research evidence, claims regarding successful 

leadership practices are also substantiated from a quantitative research base.  Many 

quantitative studies exist involving the variables of student performance, organizational 

behavior, and leadership practices.  However, one of the shortcomings of a large portion 

of the existing quantitative research base is that it does not contain a link between all of 

the relevant variables (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  For example, Leithwood and Riehl 

cite numerous studies that provide linkage between organizational variables, such as 

school mission and goals, culture, school size and nature of curriculum, teacher 
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qualification, campus decision-making, community perceptions, and student 

achievement, but these studies make no mention of leadership effects (2003).  All of 

these organizational variables are potentially and  indirectly affected by the principal (or 

campus leadership) on a daily basis, but they do not represent direct linkage between 

leadership and student performance (Heck & Marcoulides, 1996).  Other studies attempt 

to show a link between leadership and productive school conditions, but leave out the 

variable of direct student performance (Louis & Kruse, 1995; Sanders & Harvey, 2002).  

Even in cases where the research design is made in such a way as to link leadership 

directly to the variable of student performance, the results presented are often sketchy 

and the effect size is difficult to determine (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

The quantitative research base (1980-1995) does include approximately forty 

studies in which a clear design leads to reliable and valid links between school 

leadership practices and increased student achievement in academic areas (Hallinger & 

Heck, 1996).  These studies examined principal effects on student achievement 

outcomes and determined that, while present at a statistically significant level, the effects 

were quite small.  These leadership effects were found to be attributable to three to five 

percent of the variation in student performance across the studies (Leithwood & Riehl, 

2003b).  While three to five percent seems to be a relatively small effect size, it is 

important to note that this effect accounts for approximately a quarter of the variation in 

student achievement that can be associated with any school-related factor.  Hallinger and 

Heck also found in their analysis that the largest mediating variable with respect to 

student performance seemed to be in the area of well-defined goals or vision for the 
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school. However, they note that a clear definition or construct for school vision is not 

present across the research base (Hallinger & Heck, 1996).  In addition to Hallinger and 

Heck’s meta-analysis, other researchers have come to similar conclusions regarding the 

effect of leadership on student achievement.  Scheerens and Bosker reported similar 

findings and included educational leadership as one of thirteen “effectiveness enhancing 

factors” for schools (1997).  While Scheerens and Bosker’s results were almost identical 

to those of Halinger and Heck before them, one interesting difference does exist.  In their 

analysis, Scheerens and Bosker stated that leadership characteristics were more clearly 

developed as positive factors in schools where strong contextual evidence was also taken 

into account (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  An example of this relationship can be seen 

with respect to “controlling” educational leadership.  They reported that this type of 

leadership had proven to be more effective in schools of lower socioeconomic status 

(SES) than in high-SES schools and that suburban elementary schools required less 

tightly controlled leadership styles than those in an urban setting (Scheerens & Bosker, 

1997). 

From the evidence presented above, it seems clear that there is definitely 

demonstrable evidence of principal leadership on student achievement.  The leadership 

effect size varies greatly depending on whether the research methodology is of a 

qualitative or quantitative nature.  At first glance, it would seem that the assertions of 

large effect sizes reported in qualitative cases and small ones found in quantitative 

settings cannot be true at the same time.  However, further inspection shows that the 

qualitative scenarios, many of which tend to be outlier studies, are more contextual in 
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nature and, therefore, report larger leadership effects.  The larger, more objective, 

quantitative studies report leadership effects that are averaged across many different 

settings which causes them to be smaller in the final analysis (Leithwood & Riehl, 

2003b).   

Whether examining more specialized qualitative case studies or large-scale 

quantitative designs, it is clear that a measurable relationship does exist between 

leadership and student performance.  It is important to understand that leadership is, in 

fact, one of the largest contributors to student performance out of all the identified 

school-related factors that have any effect on student achievement whatsoever.  

Therefore Leithwood and Riehl’s claim regarding the contribution of leadership to the 

improvement of student learning is validated by the existing body of research. 

A second claim regarding leadership that is well-substantiated by the existing 

body of research is that a core set of “basic” leadership practices are valuable in almost 

all contexts (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b, p.16).  In his work on transformational 

leadership practices, Bernard Bass claimed that there were some leadership practices that 

would prove to be useful in almost any situation (1997).  Bass’s claim is substantiated by 

the work of other scholars who have arrived at this conclusion after studying many 

different types of schools in a variety of educational settings (Leithwood, Jantzi, & 

Steinbach, 1999; Southworth, 1998; Day et al., 2001).  While the authors mentioned 

above agree that a core set of leadership practices does exist, one scholar claims that 

they are far from enough to guarantee success for any school leader.  These practices 

should be considered, in the opinion of Vecchio, to be a minimum requirement, but are 
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in no way intended to be the only tools that a principal has in his or toolbox for 

providing instructional and managerial leadership to any educational organization 

(2002). 

Defining a core set of basic leadership practices is a large undertaking.  Three 

separate analyses of contemporary leadership in educational administration have led 

scholars to three very similar categorizations of mandatory leadership practices for 

principals.  In 1999, Hallinger and Heck labeled the essential leadership categories as 

purposes, people, and structures and social systems.  Another pair of scholars came up 

with the category labels of visioning strategies, efficacy-building strategies, and context 

changing strategies (Conger & Kanungo, 1998).  Ken Leithwood’s work in the same 

area preceded that of Hallinger and Heck as well as that of Conger and Kanungo by 

several years, and he described the core leadership categories as setting directions, 

redesigning the organization, and developing people (1996).  Due to the fact that 

Leithwood created these three category distinctions before the others, his category labels 

will be used for the remainder of this literature review. 

One of the most important aspects of a leader’s job is to keep members of the 

entire organization focused on its goals.  Having these goals as a foundation that is 

understood as common language throughout the entire organization gives everyone a 

sense of shared vision and purpose for the school (Hallinger & Heck, 2002).  This 

collective commitment is a good source of motivation for everyone who is working 

toward organizational success either from the inside or as a source of external support.  

Principals must understand that setting an overall direction for the organization is of high 
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priority.  This is true because goals are closely tied to organizational members’ 

motivation and often provides them with a sense of personal identity (Lock, Latham & 

Eraz, 1988; Pittman, 1998).  This motivation is often viewed as a challenge on the part 

of the person working toward it and helps give them a sense of professional identity 

(Weick, 1995). 

Research identifies three major leadership practices associated with the core 

leadership function of setting directions: identifying and articulating a vision, fostering 

the acceptance of group goals, and creating high performance expectations for the 

organization (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  The inspiration of others through a clearly 

identified vision is an important function of any school leader.  It is also necessary that 

this articulated vision be intertwined with organizational values in order to foster a deep 

sense of commitment on the part of employees (Hallinger & Heck, 2002).  An 

interesting conundrum in the area of vision setting exists in that leaders are often tasked 

with developing commitment locally on the part of organizational members to an 

expectation that is generated remotely by a person or body outside the organization 

(Leithwood & Prestine, 2002). 

Another important leadership practice associated with setting directions is the 

fostering of acceptance for group goals.  Principals are given the job of bringing the 

entire group together toward a common goal.  This direction, when it is shared by each 

member of the organization, helps give the group a sense of collective identity 

(Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  It is important that the leaders not just focus on numerical 

or quantifiable improvement goals.  Visioning is about much more than just the official 
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performance objectives handed down throughout the entire organization (Moore et al., 

2002).  This is not to say that measurable improvement goals are not important, but 

when the principal actively garners support for the overall goals of the organization that 

are of a more human or moral nature, the organization begins to experience a 

commitment on the part of its members that truly makes the whole more than the sum of 

its parts (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  This developing of commitment is certainly easier 

said than done.  Several practices have been identified to aid the leader in the fostering 

of commitment of organizational members.  Examples of these practices are knowing 

how to pursue consensus, discernment, and creative problem-solving through democratic 

processes in addition to being able to use conflict productively (Beck, 1994).  The notion 

of common commitment toward organizational goals does fly in the face of traditional 

teaching practice norms that are based on individuality, but it is consistent with more 

contemporary models of schools as collegial learning communities (Lortie, 1975; Little, 

1982). 

Creating high performance expectations is the third leadership practice identified 

by research as an essential piece of the direction setting process.  An important function 

of the principalship is to model a commitment to excellence, quality, and high 

performance to the staff.  This activity allows employees to be constantly reminded of 

the overall goals of the organization (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  The principal’s 

demonstration of a commitment to excellence also serves as a reminder to staff members 

of any existing disparity between current performance levels and where the organization 

as a whole desires to be.  A wonderful byproduct of effective expectations for high 
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performance is that, not only do staff members understand the goals and aspirations of 

the organization, but they take to heart a sincere belief that they can be accomplished as 

well (Podsakoff, et al., 1990). 

School leaders need to have a clear understanding of what the visioning and 

establishing purpose process look like in order to be successful.  Additional leadership 

practices that can prove to be useful toward that end are monitoring organizational 

performance, using effective communication processes, and working effectively with 

representatives of the school organization’s environment (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

Another of the basic core leadership practices that is claimed to contribute to 

student performance is developing people.  Setting directions for the entire organization 

is an important leadership practice for any leader, but it is not the only thing that 

positively motivate employees and the manner in which they perform their jobs.  These 

two things (motivation and capacity for job performance) are two critical employee 

components for organizational success. Motivation and capacity, according to existing 

literature, are strongly impacted by direct experiences with those occupying formal 

leadership roles in the organization and organizational conditions in which they find 

themselves working  (Lord & Mayer, 1993; Rowan, 1996).  Research bears out three 

leadership practices affecting the development of people in the organization by their 

leaders: offering intellectual stimulation, providing individualized support, and 

providing an appropriate model (Leithwood & Reihl, 2003). 

Intellectual stimulation is vital to the health and happiness of any human being.  

One way in which principals can nurture positive intellectual stimulation on the part of 
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their employees is to get them thinking about how the work that the organization is 

performing toward the achievement of its goals could be performed more efficiently.  

This provides a challenging opportunity for the employee to try to hone his or her craft.  

When reflective practice on the part of the employee becomes the norm rather than the 

exception, workers will constantly strive to understand the difference between “where 

we are” and “where we want to be” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  This mental exercise, 

in the event that it creates a perception on the part of the employee that the job is 

dynamic and exciting, truly engages the mental resources of each member of the 

organization (Cohen & Hill, 2000).  Administrators may also be able to offer intellectual 

stimulation by scheduling time and other resources for staff members to collaborate and 

engage in conversations about the technical core of teaching and learning (Leithwood, 

1994). 

Successful school leaders are able to strike a balance between continually 

challenging their staff to do more and supporting staff members based on their individual 

needs.  Knowing that their principal cares about their personal needs and feelings causes 

a member of an organization to feel valued (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  An 

environment of individualized support also fosters an atmosphere of trust between the 

principal and the individuals under his or her supervision.  When this is the case, staff 

members are able to feel confident that their administrator will listen to their concerns 

with an open mind and always be willing to help them through any issues that they 

might encounter (Louis, Toole & Hargreaves, 1999). 
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A final leadership practice for the basic tool of developing people is for the 

leader to provide an appropriate model to be observed by the people they supervise.  

When a principal personally embodies the organizational values that he or she is trying 

to keep the entire organization focused on, the staff has an example and will begin to 

believe in their own abilities for achieving the high expectations set forth by their leader 

(Ross, 1995).  This modeling on the part of the principal also creates a connection 

between the worker and the vision of what “walking the walk” actually looks like (Ross, 

Cousins, & Gadalla, 1996). 

The third and final core leadership practice that is substantially supported by the 

literature is the notion of redesigning the organization.  Over the course of the last 

decade, schools that have made a conscious commitment to being flexible and adapting 

to the needs of their students, parents, and staff have proven to be successful.  These 

“learning organizations” or “professional learning communities” make open 

commitments to designing and redesigning their organizational structure to meet the 

needs of those who come into contact with it on a daily basis (Leithwood, Leonard & 

Sharratt, 1998).  The core leadership task of redesigning the organization has with it 

three basic practices that can accomplish this goal: strengthening school cultures, 

modifying organizational structures, and building collaborative processes (Leithwood & 

Riehl, 2003b). 

The principal affects the school culture by shaping the things which the 

organization views as being important.  These shared norms, values, and beliefs become 

common vocabulary between staff members and help to create an environment of caring 
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relationships based on integrity and trust.  Knowing that the values and beliefs that they 

as individuals hold are shared by everyone throughout the organization, staff members 

have an even deeper commitment to attaining the goals that the organization has set forth 

(Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990). 

Making sure that the organization is designed in a way that insures student 

success is an important leadership function of the principal.  Components of this 

function touch veritably all of the different areas of daily school operation including 

teacher assignments, budget design, facility usage, curriculum development, and 

resource allocation.  The principal must be able to examine and change, if necessary, any 

of these components that he or she feels are causing the organization to function at a 

level inconsistent with achieving its organizational mission and goals (Leithwood & 

Riehl, 2003b).  Organizational structures in need of change may be things such as the 

physical conditions associated with instructional delivery (Louis & Kruse, 1995).  

Working with factors and persons that are external to the organization is an important 

part of this leadership practice.  The larger community is an important source of 

resources and support for the school that the principal must be able to effectively 

navigate and communicate with. 

The construction of a collaborative culture is the last leadership practice 

associated with redesigning the organization.  Principals need to create cultures of 

collaboration.  The best (and easiest) way to do this is by engaging staff members in the 

decision making process in areas where they have demonstrated expertise.  Tapping the 

expert knowledge of teachers or other staff members increases the degree of 
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connectedness to the organization that is felt by the employee and helps to shape the 

organization in a manner that is predicated on working together to achieve the goals of 

the organization (Sleegers, Geijsel & van den Borg, 2002). 

It is important to note that these three basic leadership categories are to be 

considered a minimum skill set for principals or other educational leaders, but that they 

do not encapsulate every single thing that a principal must do in order to be successful.  

As Leithwood and Riehl state, “While mastery provides no guarantee that a leader’s 

work will be successful in a particular school context, lack of mastery guarantees 

failure” (2003, p. 21).  

 Leithwood and Riehl’s report produced by the AERA Division A Task Force on 

Developing Research in Educational Leadership continues by also making the claim that 

“in addition to engaging in a core set of leadership practices, successful leaders must act 

in ways that acknowledge the accountability-oriented policy context in which almost all 

work” (2003, p 21). Today’s school leader lives under the ever-watchful microscope of 

the general public.  Our educational system is one in which school leadership continues 

to be more and more accountable in a variety of ways to a variety of agencies.  Four 

views of this accountability are identified in existing research as the market, 

decentralization, professional and managerial approaches (Leithwood & Earl 2000).  

Each of these approaches to accountability requires a specific skill set on the part of the 

school leader.   

The market approach to accountability draws parallels between how a leader 

reacts to certain conditions in an educational setting and how they react to similar 
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circumstances in the business setting.  This type of accountability centers around the 

idea of potential competition for students.  An increase in market accountability can be 

the result of several factors.  One of these factors is allowing school choice through 

methods such as the opening of boundaries across systems, the privatization of schools, 

the creation of alternative methods of schooling such as charter schools, magnet 

programs, learning academies or other specialized educational facilities.  Another 

possible tool for increasing competition is altering the way in which schools are funded.  

Potential ways of accomplishing funding changes are through the use of school vouchers 

or tuition tax credits.  A final method of achieving increased competition is the public 

ranking of schools based on achievement scores.  (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  It is 

important to note that these tools for increasing competition are not mutually exclusive 

and may be used in combination.  It is imperative for principals to understand these 

strategies even though they have little to no control on their implementation. 

How does the principal respond to his or her accountability in the market 

environment?  Continuing with the business parallel, Kerchner labels the building 

principal as the chief salesperson (1988).  He continues to claim that the first and 

foremost task of any exceptional salesperson is to have a good product to sell.  Principals 

must always undertake actions consistent with sound business methodologies such as 

marketing their school effectively, nurturing positive customer/client relationships, and 

the constant monitoring of organizational performance through customer satisfaction 

feedback.  Another sound practice for leaders is to collect data about their competitors in 
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the same areas described above so that they have an understanding of where the school is 

in relation to the performance of others (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

Finally, the market accountability approach calls for the principal to have sound 

managerial leadership skills in addition to their skills in the area of instructional 

leadership.  When comparing how different principals react to the same competitive 

conditions, it can be determined that they tend to respond quite differently based on their 

individual frame of reference and leadership strengths and weaknesses.  Grace has 

analyzed principal response to competition and suggests that principals either embrace, 

ignore, or actively oppose the competitive conditions that arise in situations 

representative of a market approach to accountability (1995). 

A second approach to educational accountability is “decentralization 

accountability”.  This model of accountability allows for an increased voice for those 

who are not usually heard in typical school governance structures (Hirschman, 1970).  

When this is the case, site-based management is used to formally connect individuals 

such as campus-level administrators, parents, or teachers to the decision making process 

of a larger educational organization (Murphy & Beck, 1995).  The underlying 

assumption for this approach to accountability is that schools should reflect, in terms of 

curriculum and resource allocation, the individuals who are given a greater voice in this 

model (Ornstein, 1983).   

The leadership characteristics present in successful school administrators who 

operate under the conditions of the decentralized accountability model are collaborative 

in nature.  Principals can be found working as members of teams and sharing decision 
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making power with those around them in this model.  One of the tasks for the 

administrator in this case is to educate the individuals assisting in the decision-making 

process (teachers, parents, or community members) in their responsibilities and how they 

can undertake them effectively.  Leaders in this setting must believe in the collaborative 

decision making process and that its implementation will lead to better decisions with 

which the members of the group will identify more closely than if they had merely been 

handed down from on high.  In this approach to accountability, the building principal is 

the facilitator of the decision making process, but he or she does not have ultimate 

control over its outcome (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

The professional approach to accountability is predicated on the existence of 

clear standards for excellence and professionalism in the educational setting.  This 

method is based on a distinct link between outstanding professional practice and student 

performance and other schooling outcomes.  Under this model, there exists a great deal 

of centralized control over entry into the profession by an entity such as a licensing 

board through the creation of standards to be adhered to by educators.  It is then the 

responsibility of the members of the profession to enforce those standards (Leithwood & 

Riehl, 2003b). 

The major premise of the professional accountability model is ready availability 

of qualified instruction leadership at the campus level.  Principals are required to 

continually reflect on and improve their practices of instructional leadership.  The reason 

for this is so that they will then be able to set expectations for their staff and foster an 

atmosphere of continuous improvement in the area of instruction and professional 
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development.  In addition to the creation of a culture based on professional practice and 

instructional accountability, the leader of any educational organization needs to monitor 

his or expectations for the staff and their professional growth in the areas reflected by the 

standards themselves.  It is also important that the principal protect the staff from things 

that would detract from their collective pursuit of professional standards.  Clear 

communication of the standards and how the school is aspiring to meet them is also 

required on the part of the principal (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

An environment of management accountability is predicated on the notion that 

there is nothing inherently wrong with the way a school or other educational 

organization is currently performing.  In this setting, the goal is to merely enhance 

current performance by finding more efficient ways to operate based on existing data 

and best practices.  This approach to schooling is one of centralized strategic planning 

primarily at the district level (Giles, 1997).  The principal players in the leadership 

practices associated with this model are well-versed in the collection of data from across 

the entire educational system and analyzing it according to progress toward meeting 

district instructional performance objectives and goals.  Principals then take this 

information and work with their staff to formulate clear plans for school improvement 

which are revisited often and revised when needed. 

A fourth leadership claim made through the existing research analysis done by 

the task force is that “many successful leaders in schools serving highly diverse student 

populations enact practices to promote school quality, equity, and social justice” 

(Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b, p 24).  This claim sheds light on the notion that not every 
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school environment is populated with students who have always been successful in 

school.  Due to student factors such as race, immigration status, financial standing, 

physical limitation, and intellectual capacity, diversity is alive and well in today’s public 

schools.  Diverse student populations seem to call for and respond more positively to 

diverse leadership skills (Hallinger & Heck, 1996).   These skills tend to connect with 

students in ways that allow them to take ownership of their own educational processes.  

Existing research confirms the notion that leadership effects on achievement are 

magnified when viewed through the lens of a low socio-economic status school 

(Andrews & Soder, 1987).  Principals working in schools serving diverse populations 

would do well to employ many of the leadership practices discussed so far through the 

other three broad claims regarding leadership and student performance in this literature 

review.  Additionally, there are more practices for leaders to employ that have been 

shown to positively impact student performance in diverse situations.  These leadership 

practices are the promotion of powerful forms of teaching and learning, the creation of 

strong communities within schools, the nurturing of family educational cultures, and the 

expansion of the social capital of students (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

An important piece of the puzzle for teachers who work with diverse student 

populations is that they are well-acquainted with the characteristics of and research-

based strategies for success with the population they serve.  The principal is responsible 

for equipping teachers to work with students from diverse populations.  When this is the 

case, teachers feel more confident in their belief that they can affect meaningful 

educational change in the lives of the students they serve (Louis & Smith, 1992).  
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Successful leaders in diverse educational settings place an extremely high value on the 

school’s commitment to teaching and learning when making decisions on classroom-

level issues such as teacher expectations, class size, how students will be grouped, which 

curriculum to use, teacher recruitment, and exactly what will be expected of students 

(Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  These classroom-level issues are important for student 

achievement at any level, and that success begins with the principal embodying the 

pursuit of organizational goals by modeling these leadership practices with teachers and 

students.  Scheerens and Bosker concluded that the teacher’s expectation for how a 

student will perform has proven to be the most important factor in predicting student 

success (1997).  It stands to reason that creating expectations for success on the part of 

the teacher would be even more critical when dealing with students who are from 

diverse educational and familial backgrounds.  Literature has already concluded that 

instruction and student performance are positively correlated with the variable of small 

class size.  This effect is increased when working with at-risk or diverse student 

populations.  While the principal typically cannot control the number of students 

enrolling on his or her campus, they usually do have some way of impacting the manner 

in which those students are spread across the different course sections in the building.  

One possible method is the restructuring of grade-level class sizes to reduce the 

maximum number of students in a room at lower grades and raise it as students get older 

(Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  The manner in which students are grouped at school also 

has a more dramatic effect on diverse student populations.  Students who are 

disadvantaged by their socioeconomic status tend to learn more when grouped 
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heterogeneously instead of homogenously (Wells & Serna, 2002) due to factors such as 

peer modeling of successful learning and exposure to a more rich and challenging 

curriculum. 

Another area of focus for leaders of schools serving diverse populations is the 

development of strong communities within the school.  There are two important 

communities within the school: the community between adults and students and the 

professional community of teachers, administrators, and other professional staff.  

Creating strong bonds between students and the adults they encounter at school on a 

daily basis is critical to student motivation (Lee, Bryk, & Smith, 1993).  Evidence also 

exists to show that student achievement is positively affected when there is a strong 

bond between members of the professional community on a campus (Bryk & Driscoll, 

1988).  Another component of this leadership area of developing communities within 

schools has to do with the actual size of the school.  There is a considerable amount of 

research showing that smaller schools have more closely knit and, by extension, more 

cohesive faculties.  When this is the case, organizations are better suited to meet the 

needs of students from diverse backgrounds (Lee & Smith, 1997; Lee, 2000).  In smaller 

settings, all staff members tend to take a greater interest in becoming involved in and 

insuring the success of each individual student. 

A student’s family background provides the greatest amount of variation in their 

school performance according to the research of the past several decades.  Many experts 

have tried to establish the reason for the link between family background and 

performance (Coleman et al., 1966; Jencks, 1977).  This is especially true for students 
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who come from diverse backgrounds.  Social factors such as unsafe living environments, 

mobility, changes in family structure, health problems, and substance abuse are all 

negatively related to student performance (Dillard, 1995; Portin, 2000).  Leaders in 

schools dealing with these issues must be extremely sensitive to the social context in 

which they work.  They must also be mindful of the family structure of the students they 

are serving.  Parenting education programs and integrated social services are proving to 

be successful practices that the principal can support in order to validate and take an 

active interest in the entire family structure of students on their campuses who may be 

struggling.   

It is also important that schools serving diverse populations make efforts to 

expand the degree to which the social capital of its students is valued by the school.  A 

function of school leadership is to help families understand what services they are 

entitled to and how to get them (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 

 

The Delphi Method 

This research project utilizes the Delphi method for futures research.  The 

purpose of this section of this literature review is to provide the reader with an overall 

defining description of the Delphi process, a historical background for Delphi and its 

implementation in scientific research, an understanding of the logistical steps involved in 

undertaking a Delphi study, and a discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of this 

research model.  At the conclusion of this section, the manner in which the Delphi 
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method can be useful in bridging the gap between social science theory and practice will 

also be discussed.   

Delphi is a systematic way to develop group consensus from an expert panel 

without having the logistical (as well as other) struggles and group dynamic issues 

associated with more traditional collaborative processes.  Many different descriptions 

and definitions of the Delphi method exist in the current body of scientific literature.  

Delbecq, Van de Ven, and Gustafson describe it as “a method for the systematic 

solicitation and collection of judgments on a particular topic through a set of carefully 

designed sequential questionnaires interspersed with summarized information and 

feedback of opinions derived from earlier responses” (1975, p.10).  Another definition 

for the Delphi process is given by Fish and Busby as attempting to negotiate a reality 

that can be useful in moving a particular field forward, planning for the future, or even 

changing the future by forecasting its events (2005).  Regardless of the exact definition 

used to describe its implementation, the Delphi method is an excellent way to have 

recurring and structured communication between a group of qualified experts in a 

particular field to determine an appropriate solution to a complex problem (Linstone & 

Turoff, 1975). 

Named for the Greek town of Delphi, this research method has historical roots 

with ancient Greek god of light, purity, the sun and prophecy.  Upon slaying the dragon 

Python in Delphi, myth holds that Apollo took possession of the temple in Delphi 

containing the famous oracle, Pythia.  It was through this oracle that Apollo supposedly 

spoke to the ancient Greeks to predict the future (Fish & Busby, 2005).  From this 
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humble mythological beginning, Delphi has evolved into an ever-increasingly popular 

methodology for research in both the natural and social sciences.  Most scholars agree 

that Delphi method had its first scientific use in the area of military research and defense 

matters through a study done in the 1950s by the RAND Corporation (Dalkey & Helmer, 

1968).  “Project Delphi”, as it was called, was tasked with developing a consensus 

among United States experts regarding Soviet opinions on optimal American industrial 

targets and the amount of firepower required for their destruction (Linstone & Turoff, 

1975).  The Delphi methodology saw a great increase in usage throughout the 1960s and 

1970s.  The method burst onto the scientific scene with Gordon and Helmer’s 1964 

study forecasting long-range trends in science and technology.  In today’s research 

community, the Delphi method is now commonly applied in the fields such as education, 

psychology, sociology, and political science.  It has also found usage in more objective 

studies with respect to human health, transportation, and the environment (Fish & 

Busby, 2005). 

The Delphi method is constructed around two basic assumptions: that group 

decisions carry a greater degree of validity than individual opinions, and that most round 

table collaborative processes are fraught with difficulties (Murry & Hammons, 1995).  

The first of these assumptions can be extended to specifically present the idea that group 

decisions made by a uniform group of experts are even more valid than group decisions 

made by random or diverse groups (Brooks, 1979).  The second assumption relates to 

the idea that it is possible to reap the benefits of the group decision-making process 

without having to experience some of the negative facets of this type of communication.  
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This methodology also has roots in the philosophical arena as well.  It rests primarily on 

the basic assumption presented by Dalkey that “n heads are better than one” (1972). It 

has also been stated that the Delphi method contains components of other major 

philosophies such as those purported by Locke, Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, and Singer 

(Mitroff & Turoff, 1975). 

The Delphi is a relatively simple research methodology that is characterized by 

three major components or features which allow it to be distinguished from other more 

traditional methods of arriving at group consensus.  First, the Delphi method is 

constituted by group interactions and responses.  Next, Delphi utilizes multiple rounds of 

interaction between the researcher and the panel as well as between the panel and the 

responses of the entire group.  Lastly, the Delphi affords its author the opportunity to 

present the reader with statistical group responses (Murry & Hammons, 1995).  Other 

characteristics of the Delphi methodology are the use of an expert panel, carefully 

designed questionnaires, an overall goal of consensus (or well-defined divergence) of 

opinion, and anonymity of both the experts and their responses (Strauss & Ziegler, 

1975).  Delphi research is made up of a series of carefully-designed questionnaires (or 

rounds) that are responded to by members of an expert panel.  The first questionnaire, 

generally, is open-ended and asks panel members to provide initial input as to the 

characteristics or issues associated with a complex problem.  The second round of a 

Delphi process is merely a compilation of the ideas and feedback given by the members 

of the expert panel in round one.  For this round, the expert feedback is categorized into 

objective items that are then rated by the panel members (usually on a Likert-type scale).  
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Between rounds two and three, the researcher undertakes a statistical analysis of the 

responses from the objective ratings in round two.  The descriptive statistics calculated 

usually include the mean, median, and inter-quartile range.  In round three, participants 

are presented the original items along with descriptive statistical data.  They are then 

asked whether they would like to leave their answer at the original response level or 

change it based on the group feedback and statistical data that they have been presented.  

Respondents whose original answer fell outside the round two inter-quartile range and 

do not wish to change their answer in round three are asked to provide justification 

(often called a minority opinion) for their response.  These minority responses, as well as 

the new group data, is presented to the entire expert panel in round four of the process.  

This process can be continued until a consensus is reached by the panel (Cunningham, 

1982). 

An important question that must be answered by a researcher considering the 

application of the Delphi method is whether or not it is an appropriate methodology for 

use in the intended case.  Harold Linstone and Murray Turoff offer the following list of 

circumstances under which the Delphi method may be effectively employed: 

1. The problem does not lend itself to precise analytical techniques but can 

benefit from subjective judgments on a collective basis. 

2. The individuals needed to contribute to the examination of a broad or 

complex problem have no history of adequate communication and may 

respresent diverse experience or expertise. 
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3. More individuals are needed than can effectively interact in a face-to-face 

exchange. 

4. Time and cost make frequent group meetings infeasible. 

5. The efficiency of face-to-face meetings can be increased by a supplemental 

group communication process. 

6. Disagreements among individuals are so severe or politically unpalatable that 

the communication process must be refereed and/or anonymity is assured. 

7. The heterogeneity of the participants must be preserved to assure validity of 

results, i.e., avoiding domination by quantity or by strength of personality 

(“bandwagon effect”) (Linstone & Turoff, 1975 p.4). 

The decision of whether or not to use the Delphi method depends more on the demand 

for the use of a group communication process than it does on the specific nature of the 

intended application (Wilhelm, 2001). 

Since its inception in the 1950s, the Delphi method has become more and more 

popular and has been implemented in a variety of research situations.  According to 

Linstone and Turoff, the “conventional” Delphi pertains to a paper-and-pencil 

application aimed at forecasting and estimating unknown parameters (1975).  As the 

specific characteristics of its intended applications have changed, the conventional 

Delphi exercise has spawned several different Delphi variations.  These variations tend 

to vary along the lines of such variables as the method of communication and the overall 

objectives of the research project (Wilhelm, 2001).  In this method, the researcher 

designs and analyzes a series of questionnaires that are sent to members of an expert 
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panel.  The researcher is also responsible for evaluating the group’s responses and 

continuing the process for multiple rounds.  Through the use of this process, the variance 

of the median rating attached to a topic tends to decrease as the number of rounds in the 

Delphi exercise increases (Dalkey & Helmer, 1968). 

A style of Delphi process that exists solely to bring into consideration all 

opinions on a particular subject in order spark meaningful debate with respect an issue is 

called a Policy Delphi.  This type of procedure acts as a forum for members of the 

respondent group to express all of the pros and cons of their individual positions across 

the entire range of opinions represented by the entire panel (Bjil, 1992).  This variation 

of the Delphi is generally used to bolster the communication that is already taking place 

within a well-defined committee approach or through some other type of nominal 

communication process.  At the completion of this type of study, a small group often 

takes the information gained through the Delphi process and generates policy in the area 

under consideration (Turoff, 1970). 

Another variation on the conventional Delphi is the real-time Delphi.  This 

methodology does not have a different objective than most conventional exercises, but 

the method of communication differs dramatically.  Rather than the use of paper-and-

pencil, real-time Delphis incorporate computer conferencing which allows for greater 

expediency in completing each round of the process.  When this type of forecasting is 

implemented, all of the communication characteristics for the entire study must be 

defined completely in advance of the first round (Wilhelm, 2001). 
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The Delphi method has even come to be used in adversarial situations.  This 

variation, written about by Helmer, involves two distinct stages.  The first stage in the 

adversary Delphi is used to completely explore the positions held by two or more 

opposing sides with respect to a particular issue. This stage of the Delphi is dedicated to 

each viewpoint being allowed the opportunity to completely justify its claims.  The 

second stage is then devoted to seeking a consensus or majority opinion (Helmer, 1994). 

Strauss and Ziegler developed another variation on the conventional Delphi 

called the historic Delphi in the 1970s.  This method is based on the work of great 

political philosophers and the application of their work to contemporary issues and 

problems in our society.  It was also used to predict societal issues and problems for the 

future and how the teachings of these philosophers were relevant to their solutions.  

Well-published university professors are selected as the expert panel. Each professor 

represents a group of members with expertise in the teaching or work of a particular 

philosopher  Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, Machiavelli, Swift, Burke, Rousseau, Locke, 

Marx, or Freud.  The Delphi process then engaged to accomplish the goals of a fresh and 

meaningful approach to political analysis, connecting a large body of historical 

knowledge to present and anticipated situations, and developing a format in which 

students of political science could place this historical knowledge in a new context and 

format that was relevant to both their current and future society (Strauss & Ziegler, 

1975). 

All of the aforementioned Delphi variations begin with a relatively open-ended 

initial questionnaire for soliciting the feedback of members of the expert panel on a 
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particular issue or set of issues.  However, some Delphi studies begin with structured 

questionnaires rather than just merely asking for opinion.  This variation is known as the 

“modified” Delphi (Murry & Hammons, 1995).  It is worth noting that this is the type of 

Delphi process that will be implemented in this research study of principal leadership 

characteristics.  The modified Delphi, because of the fact that it begins the first round 

with a carefully-constructed objective questionnaire rather than the open-ended 

instrument typically used in conventional Delphi processes, is often completed more 

quickly than traditional studies.  Two rounds may very well be sufficient in the modified 

Delphi process, but more than four rounds would certainly go beyond the point where 

consensus and response stability are evident (Brooks, 1979).  Lanford has also ascribed 

that the majority of the convergence around a central idea or consensus occurs between 

the first and seconds rounds of the modified Delphi process (1972). 

Even though the conventional Delphi has gone through an evolution of sorts and 

has spawned several different variations based on the intended application of the Delphi 

method, the overall goals of most Delphi exercises are strikingly similar.  Turoff 

suggests that the aim of most Delphi exercises fits into at least one of four major goal 

categories: gaining insight into respondent assumptions or factors involved in making 

judgments, seeking consensus based on information presented by members of an expert 

panel, the correlation of expert judgments on a diverse set of issues or disciplines, or the 

education of an entire panel on the variation or diversity of thinking with respect to a 

single issue or range of issues (1970).  These goals, while relatively broad in nature, are 
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a fair representation of what seems to be the intended application of any variation of the 

Delphi methodology in either natural or social science today. 

In addition to understanding the basic structure and defining characteristics of the 

Delphi methodology, it is important to gain insight into the logistical considerations 

associated with it application.  Two major components of any Delphi study are the 

selection of the expert panel and the number of rounds that will be used to gather 

feedback from the participants.  The manner in which data is collected and analyzed 

through the use of various statistical procedures is also an important logistical 

consideration.  Finally, the method chosen for the reporting of the findings of the Delphi 

study is extremely important. 

The makeup of the expert panel is at the very core of the Delphi process.  It is 

extremely important that the researcher give careful and systematic consideration to the 

process of panel selection.  The chief concern is that the participants chosen for the study 

are truly deemed to be experts by the overall population.  Ultimately, the panel members 

must possess the job skills and experience to qualify them as experts for the panel.  It 

must be generally accepted that the individual under consideration possesses more 

knowledge about the subject matter than most people (Hill and Fowles, 1975).  

Membership in certain professional organizations is often used as a qualifying criterion 

for panel selection (Whitman, 1990).   The method of selection often varies depending 

on the intended application of the particular Delphi study (Ziglio, 1996).   In fact, some 

scholars advocate using, not only those with identified expertise in an area, but also 

those persons who may be directly affected by the decisions originating from the study 



66 

 

of a particular issue.  Scheele explains that an expert panel contains “stakeholders, those 

who are or will be directly affected; experts, those who have an applicable speciality or 

relevant experience; and facilitators, those who have skills in clarifying, organizing, 

synthesizing, and stimulating” (1975, p. 68).  Another way of selecting members of an 

expert panel is known as the lead-user method.  This process is most useful when the 

subject being studied is geared toward a specific group of users or a particular segment 

of society.  The lead-user concept is based on the notion that some users of every 

product will adapt that product to meet their needs and that they should be the ones to 

provide feedback as a member of the panel because they are considered by the field to be 

visionaries or role models.  This methodology of panel selection is most often used in 

business and marketing research, but it can certainly be applied to the field of education 

as well.  The lead users in the educational setting would be identified from those who are 

curriculum innovators, instructional reformers, critical scholars, creative thinkers, or 

instructional rebels (Duboff & Spaeth, 2000).  Participant interest is also key in the 

selection process.  Because the demands of a Delphi study are often relatively intense for 

its participants, it is critical that those chosen understand the commitment they are 

making and are interested in and motivated by the topic of study (Wilhelm, 2001).  The 

manner in which the expert panel is selected is also at the heart of the overall validity of 

the study.  Consensus can more or less be reached most of the time, but the more 

important issue at hand is whether or not the experts between whom consensus is being 

reached actually represent the correct body of experts for the issue being studied.  

Because traditional validity measures are not relevant in the Delphi setting, it is 
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important the overall selection criteria be themselves evaluated by several field 

professionals for content validity before selection of the panel occurs.  This process 

establishes a reasonable level of validity to the overall study (Fish & Busby, 2005). 

Panel size is also an important issue to consider in the planning stages of the 

Delphi process.  The existing body of research on the Delphi method is mixed with 

respect to optimal panel size.  One team of scholars believes that, while ten members 

should be adhered to as an absolute minimum for panel membership, there is no upper 

limit for the number of participants in a Delphi study (Parente & Anerson-Parente, 

1987).  Other theorists maintain that there is indeed a point of diminishing returns with 

respect to panel size.  Delbecq, Van de Ven, and Gustafson claim that “few new ideas 

are generated within a homogenous group once the size exceeds thirty well-chosen 

participants” (1975, p. 89).  Other researchers support this opinion, but attach an even 

lesser number to the maximum of participants of twenty-five (Brooks, 1979).  Although 

an upper limit is certainly a topic of debate in the research community, most scholars 

believe that reliability improves and error is reduced as sample size increases (Cochran, 

1983).  Therefore, finding a balance between too many and too few is extremely 

important to the researcher. 

Choosing the appropriate number of rounds for the study is an important issue for 

a researcher when using the Delphi process.  Sometimes there is a fine line between 

providing each participant with an appropriate amount of feedback from the entire panel 

to consider in making their decisions and inundating the participant with questionnaires 

over and over that have no impact on their thinking.  The redundancy associated with 
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repeated questionnaires can actually thwart the process of moving toward consensus.  In 

many cases, three rounds of the Delphi process have proven to be sufficient in 

developing consensus.  In instances of the use of more than three rounds, researchers 

often see little to no change and the repetitive nature of the process begins to wear on the 

members of the expert panel (Linstone & Turoff, 1975).  Due to the iterative nature of 

the Delphi process, the researcher must constantly examine the degree of variability 

present in the feedback he or she is receiving from the members of the expert panel.  

This is the reason that no specific number is accepted as absolute in terms of the number 

of rounds used in a Delphi.  Whitman states that the process needs to continue until a 

consensus is reached or at least until there is enough convergence among the data to 

permit the researcher to use the results in the absence of complete consensus (1990).  

Frederick Parente and Janet Anderson-Parente conclude that “It is generally assumed 

that a decrease in variability that occurs over successive rounds is correlated with 

accuracy of the group prediction.  Consequently, iterative polling continues until 

variability has stabilized” (1987, p. 130).  Therefore, it is generally assumed that the 

Delphi process should end after it becomes clear that a stability of responses exists 

(Murry & Hammons, 1995). 

The manner in which data is collected in a Delphi study is largely dependent on 

the responses of the members of the expert panel.  However, the researcher (or research 

design team) does have a significant impact on this process associated with the manner 

in which the experiment is designed.  Typically, data collection undergoes four distinct 

phases with varying degrees of feedback flexibility for the participant.  The first phase is 
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relatively exploratory on the part of the participant in that they are afforded the 

opportunity to give as much input as they would like on the topic under consideration.  

The second phase occurs on the part of the researcher to pull together all of the group 

input and come to an understanding of the overall group view.  Third, the opposing 

views offered by various members of the expert panel are examined.  The last phase of 

the data collection process occurs after the information obtained from the initial data 

collection phase is returned to the individual members of the expert panel for their 

analysis and consideration (Fish & Busby, 2005). 

The Delphi exercise is a mixed methodology that bridges the gap between 

quantitative and qualitative analyses in some instances.  When reporting Delphi results, 

the anonymity of panel members’ responses is maintained within the reporting document 

which presents both areas of agreement and disagreement.  These conclusions are 

supported by the relevant data from the previous rounds of the study (Wilhelm, 2001).  

The data reporting process for a Delphi exercise usually takes place in both narrative and 

tabular form (Fish & Busby, 2005).  Another main focus of the final report for any 

Delphi exercise is to aid participants in their understanding of the other panel members’ 

points of view (Wilhem, 2001). 

There are many advantages to choosing the Delphi methodology for scientific 

research.  In addition to being costly and time-consuming, the committee structure or 

other methods of face-to-face meetings are often more detrimental than they are 

beneficial to the overall communication process.  One of the advantages of the Delphi 

method is that it cuts down on the potentially damaging effects of this type of 
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communication such as irrelevant or frustrating communication practices that the 

researcher did not foresee in the original design process (Strauss & Ziegler, 1975).  

Delphi has proven to be very useful in social science research.  One reason for its 

previous success is that the Delphi technique keeps many of the psychological 

distractions normally associated with round-table or panel discussions from ever 

becoming part of the research equation (Helmer, 1983).  Some of the most significant 

merits of the Delphi process are: 

• It focuses attention directly on the issue under investigation; 

• It provides a framework within which individuals with diverse 

backgrounds or in remote locations can work together on the same 

problem; 

• It minimizes the tendency to follow-the-leader and other psychological 

and professional barriers to communication; 

• It provides an equal opportunity for all experts involved in the process; 

and 

• It produces precise documented records of the distillation process through 

which informed judgment has been achieved (Ziglio, 1996, p. 22). 

Other scholars have noted that Delphis are better for processing judgmental data because 

they allow the participant to stay focused on the issue at hand because they are not 

distracted by other participants or by the process itself (Enzer et al., 1971).  The fact that 

the Delphi method utilizes anonymous feedback in a controlled situation is an advantage 

to this type of research.  An additional strength is that the responses obtained in a Delphi 
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tend to be well-reasoned on the part of the participant because they must logically 

consider the issue under consideration throughout the questioning process.  Additionally, 

these well-reasoned responses may also be described statistically (Cochran, 1983).  

According to Dalkey, the most compelling benefits of the Delphi process are that it 

provides a forum that can’t be heavily influenced by the personalities of dominant 

individuals, reduces the effects of irrelevant or biasing communication, and it also 

eliminates the notion that participants are pressured to conform to a preconceived or 

“canned” ideas regarding the issue being studied (1972).  Another of the biggest 

strengths associated with the Delphi methodology is its simplicity.  Most calculations are 

simple and can be done without a calculator or advanced mathematical skills (Strauss & 

Ziegler, 1975).  The Delphi process certainly possesses a large number of strengths and 

advantages that warrant an even broader implementation schedule in years to come. 

Delphi does not exist without weaknesses or disadvantages.  Some of the 

disadvantages presented in the literature have to do with logistical issues.  Delphi 

questionnaires can be lengthy and time-consuming or they may be misinterpreted by 

members of the expert panel.  (Strauss & Ziegler, 1975).  The demanding requirements 

for participation may also be cause for some participants to drop out of the study 

altogether or bias evident in the way questions are written may negatively impact a 

participants responses (Murry & Hammons, 1995).  Even though the Delphi method 

originated within the confines of the RAND Corporation in the 1950s, one of the most 

scathing critiques of the overall process is presented in a paper written by one of 

RAND’s employees attacking its scientific validity and asserting that it does not have 
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sufficient rigor to be a trusted scientific methodology.  In this paper, Sackman argues ten 

points in which he believes the Delphi to be a failed methodology: 

1. The Delphi’s concept of the expert, and its claim to represent valid expert 

opinion, is scientifically untenable and overstated. 

2. Delphi claims of superiority of group over individual opinion, and the 

superiority of remote and private opinion over face-to-face encounter, as 

well as their counterstatements, are unproven generalizations. 

3. Delphi’s consensus is specious consensus. 

4. Delphi questions are likely to be vague. 

5. Delphi responses are likely to be ambiguous. 

6. Delphi results probably represent compounded ambiguity. 

7. Delphi is primarily concerned with transient collections of snap judgment 

opinions of polled individuals from unknown samples, which should not 

be confused or equated with coherent predictions, analyses, or forecasts 

of operationally defined and systematically studied behaviors or events. 

8. Delphi anonymity reinforces unaccountability in method and findings. 

9. Delphi systematically discourages adversary process and inhibits 

exploratory thinking. 

10. Delphi has been characterized by isolation from the mainstream of 

scientific questionnaire development and behavioral experimentation, and 

has set an undesirable precedent for interdisciplinary science in the 



73 

 

professional planning of policy studies community (RAND Corporation, 

1974). 

Another criticism that is often made of the Delphi study is that it does not always 

produce results that are better than any other structured communication technique (Rowe 

et al., 1991).  Masini makes another point regarding the Delphi’s inability to accurately 

hold its own in the arena of scientific research by stating that the process is subject to the 

personal biases of the current world view and those of the coordinating researcher.  He 

believes that the researcher detracts from the validity of the study because he or she is 

responsible for key components of the methodology such as panel selection, information 

analysis, and item construction (1993).  Linstone and Turoff also point out the following 

reasons for the failure of Many Delphi studies that are related to the personal 

agenda/bias of the researcher: 

• Imposing monitor views and preconceptions of a problem upon the 

respondent group by over-specifying the structure of the Delphi and not 

allowing for the contribution of other perspectives related to the problem 

• Assuming that Delphi can be a surrogate for all other human 

communications in a given situation 

• Poor techniques of summarizing and presenting the group response and 

ensuring common interpretations of the evaluation scales utilized in the 

exercise 

• Ignoring and not exploring disagreements, so that discouraged dissenters 

drop out and an artificial consensus is generated 
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• Underestimating the demanding nature of a Delphi and the fact that the 

respondents should be recognized as consultants and properly 

compensated for their time if the Delphi is not an integral part of their job 

function (1975, p. 6) 

Wilhelm argues that there are more weaknesses associated with the Delphi as a choice 

for research design, but, he admits, that many of them are problems associated with any 

methodology chosen from the category of being related to group inquiry (2001).  While 

the Delphi method does possess many of the  weaknesses and disadvantages presented 

above, it is worth noting that its implementation continues to increase in today’s research 

community. 

As with any research methodology, it is important to understand the degree of 

reliability that coincides with its implementation.  Traditional reliability estimates that 

work for well-designed quantitative studies break down when the analysis turns to the 

Delphi procedure because of the open-ended nature of the process.  A test-retest 

reliability is often used in qualitative studies, but, with Delphi, the members of the expert 

panel are unlikely to tolerate the complexity and time requirements of completing 

multiple Delphi questionnaires that point toward the same issue.  Therefore, the 

researcher must examine the degree of consensus found between the initial and second 

round of questionnaire presented to the expert panel as a measure of reliability.  If the 

study seems to be moving well toward consensus after Round Two, then it can be 

assumed that the researcher has done a reasonable job of summarizing the expert 

feedback given by participants in Round One.  Therefore, it can reasonably be assumed 
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that and acceptable degree of reliability can be inferred upon the study (Fish & Busby, 

2005). 

Delphi is a versatile methodology that provides for many different applications in 

social science research.  The overall characteristics of the process equip the Delphi as 

being useful in attempting to bridge the gap between theory and practice.  Because it 

does not require large samples, intense statistical analysis, or huge research budgets, this 

methodology makes it practical to survey the experts whose opinions are important with 

respect to a particular field at any time.  Probably one of the most significant “gap-

bridging” characteristics of the Delphi process is that its results are presented in the 

language of the respondents rather than being dominated by theoretical lingo or 

statistical jargon that is difficult to understand.  This feature alone elevates the interest 

level of readers because they can speak the same language in which the results of a 

particular study are presented (Fish & Busby, 2005). 

Leadership is the subject of a wealth of literature in educational administration.  

Understanding the historical perspectives of leadership, the basis for the claims 

regarding the contribution of leadership to student success, and the methodological 

characteristics of the Delphi method is important for successful implementation of the 

research proposed in the previous chapter.  The research framework presented in this 

chapter will prove to be useful in the development of a Delphi questionnaire that will 

effectively measure principals’ perceptions regarding the relationship between 

leadership and student performance. 
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CHAPTER III 

PROCEDURES AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research methodology that was 

implemented by this study of successful leadership characteristics for student 

performance as demonstrated by Texas high school principals.  The chapter includes 

three major sections: the research design used in the study, a description of the 

population selected for participation, and the procedures followed throughout the course 

of the research project. 

 

Research Design 

Since its earliest application in the 1950’s, the Delphi technique has proven to be 

a viable method for developing group forecasts or consensus regarding various societal 

issues.  One of the greatest strengths of the Delphi is that it allows an expert panel to 

comment on issues or make predictions without falling prey to many of the confounding 

group dynamic characteristics normally associated with collaborative projects.   

The application of the Delphi technique in this research project did vary 

somewhat from the classical Delphi approach.  Typically, the initial round of a Delphi 

study is somewhat open-ended and the expert panel is asked to identify critical issues or 

concerns regarding the global research topic which they are presented.  In the case of 

this study, panel members were presented with a research-based selection of leadership 
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characteristics for their rating in the first round of the Delphi procedure as well as an 

open-ended opportunity to include leadership characteristics that they deemed to be 

critical to student success that were not included in the initial section of the Round One 

instrument.   Therefore, this project began where many other classically-oriented Delphi 

studies tend to pick up in Round Two of the process. 

The next round of a Delphi study provides participants with all of the data 

presented by the expert panel in the previous round.  The data is presented along with 

various descriptive statistics describing the data.  For the purposes of this study, the most 

essential statistical data were the mean and the inter-quartile range (IQR).  The mean 

was chosen by this researcher for the purposes of this study, but it is worth noting that 

many Delphi studies select the median as a more suitable measure of central tendency 

rather than the mean.  The IQR is calculated by determining which ratings or scores for 

each item fall between the 25th and 75th percentile of responses for the entire panel.  In 

addition to viewing the overall data from the entire panel, panel members are also shown 

which individual items on the survey that they answered outside of the IQR.  For these 

items, participants have the option to either change their answer to fall within the 

identified IQR or to provide justification as to why they feel their answer is the correct 

answer.  This justification will be presented for the entire panel to consider in the next 

round of the Delphi process.  This procedure is then repeated for as many rounds as 

necessary until consensus is reached by the members of the expert panel. 
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Research Population 

The population selected for the study was high-performing Texas High School 

Principals.  The selection criteria for panel members included campus accountability 

ratings, school size, and the principal’s tenure at the school.  Beginning with the 

universal population of every Texas High School Principal, these three selection criteria 

were applied to develop the expert panel that would be invited to participate in this 

study.  Potential participants had to qualify in all three areas in order to be eligible for 

participation.  Each of the three selection criteria will now be described in detail. 

The Texas Education Agency gives every school in the state an accountability 

rating every year through the Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS).  These 

accountability ratings include the categories of Academically Unacceptable, 

Academically Acceptable, Recognized, and Exemplary.  Principals of schools receiving 

a campus accountability rating of either Recognized or Exemplary on their 2005 AEIS 

report were identified as possible participants in the study pending qualification under 

other selection criteria.  

 The school size selection criterion was based on the University Interscholastic 

League (UIL) conference designation of each Texas High School.  The UIL designates 

which conference a member school will be designated for participation in based on the 

number of students enrolled in grades 9-12 on the PEIMS Snapshot Day (the last Friday 

of October) in a given school year.  Conference classifications are recalculated on a 

biennial basis.  Potential participants for this study were based on the conference 

designation of their high school for the 2005-06 school year.  At that time Conference 
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5A high schools had a minimum enrollment of 1985 students and Conference 4A 

schools were those that enrolled at least 900 students.  Principals marked as potential 

participants in this study based on school size were employed at either 4A or 5A high 

schools for 2005-06.  It is worth noting that conference designations were recalculated 

for the 2006-07 and 2007-08 school years and that the line between 3A and 4A is 

currently 950 students (rather than the level of 900 that was in place for the 2005-06 

school year).  One participant in the study is currently the principal of a 3A high school 

based on this new calculation, but they are still participating as a member of the expert 

panel based on the 2005-06 designation of their school as 4A. The purpose of imposing 

the school size criterion on the study was to insure that participants were true 

instructional leaders of high schools that dealt with all segments of the accountability 

spectrum.  For example, some smaller schools may be rated at a higher level  due to 

small numbers in particular subgroups that are not factored into the Texas Education 

Agency’s assignment of an accountability rating to that campus.  Larger schools were 

chosen so that the campus principal would be someone who has demonstrated success in 

working with the entire spectrum of accountability issues set forth by the State of Texas. 

The final selection criterion for participation in the study dealt with the campus 

principal’s tenure in their current position.  This criterion was used to be sure that the 

current principal was indeed closely associated with the high degree of student 

performance at their campus rather than having merely “inherited” a high degree of 

student success and academic performance.  This would have presented a potential 

validity issue and could possibly have skewed the results of the study.  On the other end 
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of the spectrum from having recently come into an already high achieving culture, some 

principals assume leadership roles in schools that are in serious need of a turnaround in 

terms of student success and academic performance.  When this is the case, it can take 

several years to begin to see the results brought about by both instructional and 

organizational initiatives put in place by a new principal.  Therefore, it was decided that 

a principal would need to have been in his or her current position for at least three years 

to be eligible for participation in the study.  When it came to selecting participants to 

serve on the expert panel for this study, several exceptions were made with respect to 

this criterion.  One principal was just beginning her first year as principal of a campus 

that met the other two criteria for participation in the study.  However, the campus she 

was just leaving also met the other two criteria for participation in the study and she had 

served as the principal of the previous campus for a number of years that exceeded the 

selection criterion.  She was, therefore, allowed to participate because the questions she 

would be asked throughout the course of the research process were of a conceptual 

nature regarding leadership rather than specifically tied to experiences in a particular 

situation.  Two other potential participants had been serving as principal at their campus 

for less than three years (1 and 2 years respectively), but had served in administrative 

roles closely tied to organizational and instructional performance such as Dean of 

Instruction or Associate Principal for many years on the same campus.  It was decided 

that these two participants would be allowed to participate in the study due to their 

extensive knowledge and leadership experience in the respective assignments.  
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The above criteria were applied (in the order presented in this section) to all of 

the 1,037 public school districts in Texas.  Due to the fact that some school districts had 

multiple high schools to be evaluated with respect to the selection criteria, 1,698 schools 

were analyzed.  Of these 1,698 high schools, seven were rated as exemplary and another 

146 were rated as recognized.  Therefore a total of 153 schools satisfied the initial 

selection criterion based on their accountability rating.  When the second selection 

criterion (school size) was applied to these 153 schools, it was determined that 33 of the 

high schools were eligible for participation in either Conference 4A or Conference 5A as 

designated by the University Interscholastic League.  Finally, the selection criterion 

dealing with the amount of time each principal had served in their current leadership role 

on the campus was examined.  Including the three exceptions to this criterion detailed in 

the preceding paragraph, 29 principals were identified as potential participants in this 

study.  Due to the small number of individuals meeting the overall selection criteria, it 

was determined by the researcher that the entire population would be invited to 

participate rather than perform any kind of sampling procedure.  While it was hoped that 

100% of the identified principals would agree to participate in the study, the researcher 

determined that it would be necessary to begin the study with no less than fifteen 

participants.  Participation at this level would provide an adequate representation of the 

leadership characteristics of high-performing Texas high school principals. 
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Procedures 

On May 1, 2006, the Institutional Review Board Protocol for this research 

project received Category Two exemption from the Office of Research Compliance at 

Texas A&M University.  At this point, preparations began to implement the study 

described in Chapter I of this document.  The researcher used the selection criteria above 

to identify twenty-nine high-performing Texas high school principals as potential 

participants in the study.  The Executive Director of the Texas Association of Secondary 

School Principals (TASSP) graciously provided a cover letter endorsing this research 

project to be included with the invitation materials for the study.  It was hoped that this 

endorsement would positively impact the decisions of the identified principals regarding 

their participation in the study.  On Tuesday, May 30, 2006, the materials for Round One 

of the Delphi study were sent to the twenty-nine individuals at their official school 

addresses.  The Round One research packets included an introductory letter from the 

researcher describing the study and requesting the principal’s participation, the 

aforementioned letter of endorsement from TASSP, a research information sheet, the 

Round One survey instrument, a self-addressed stamped envelope for the return of 

research materials, and a form upon which the participant could indicate his or her 

preferred method of participation in the study (through the use of hard copies sent back 

and forth by U.S. mail or through the use of electronic copies transmitted by email).  All 

of these items can be found in Appendix A.  A follow-up email (Appendix B) was sent 

to all prospective participants on Friday, June 2, 2006 to thank them for their 

consideration of participation in the study.  Attached to this email were electronic 
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versions of the research documents referenced above.  The timing of this email was such 

that the participants should have already received their hard copy of the research packet 

prior to the email.  On June 19, 2006, a second follow-up email was sent to the 

remaining invited participants who had not previously returned the Round One survey 

(Appendix C).  A research information sheet and another copy of the Round One survey 

were electronically attached to this email.  Realizing that high school principals are 

incredibly busy and that the summer months are typically when vacation time is used, a 

great deal of extra time was included for invited participants to respond to the Round 

One survey.  Surveys continued to trickle in throughout the summer and beginning of 

August.  The greatest participation possible from these twenty-nine individuals was 

desired.  Therefore, a final round of phone calls was made in early September to solicit 

participation from those who had not returned any survey materials.  On Friday, 

September 15th, 2006, the researcher declared Round One to be complete and moved 

forward with data analysis in preparation for Round Two.  The expert panel for the study 

ultimately consisted of seventeen high-performing Texas high school principals.  Ten 

members of the expert panel chose to participate by way of hard copies being sent 

through the U.S. mail with the remaining seven participants opting for e-mail 

participation. 

The data from Round One was entered into a spreadsheet for analysis.  Each of 

the tweny-six items contained a prompt that represented a research-based leadership 

characteristic that was rated by each participant along a five point Likert scale.  Scores 

ranged from one to five.  These scores corresponded to the categories of “Not necessary 
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for student success” (one), “Moderate importance for student success” (two), “Average 

importance for student success” (three), “Above average importance for student success” 

(four), and “Critical importance for student success” (five).  Descriptive statistics were 

run for each of the twenty-six items including the inter-quartile range (IQR) and three 

measures of central tendency (mean, median, and mode). 

Members of the expert panel also were asked to complete Section Two of the 

survey, which was much more open-ended than the initial twenty-six items.  This portion 

allowed each respondent to list any particular leadership characteristics that they may 

have felt were not represented by the objective statements presented in Section One of 

the instrument.  Only seven of the seventeen Round One participants opted to make any 

comments in this section of the survey.  These comments were recorded in the data 

summary and then added to the instrument that had been prepared for Round Two of the 

Delphi study. 

The results from Round One of the Delphi study were studied by the researcher 

on both a whole-group and individual basis.  The inter-quartile range (IQR) was an 

extremely important statistic that had to be examined in preparation for Round Two.  In 

contrast to the identical surveys that been sent out during Round One of the study, the 

Round Two instruments had to be prepared in a manner that allowed them to be 

individualized for each participant.    Each individual Round Two survey included a 

presentation of the mean of the entire group’s responses, the IQR from Round One for 

each individual question, and a reminder for the participant of which answer they 

entered for the original question in Round One.  Section Two of the Round Two survey 
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listed all of the individual comments from Round One describing what leadership 

characteristics were not included in the original twenty-six questions in Section One.  In 

this section, the panel members were asked provide feedback on the Round One 

suggestions and comments and discuss how they felt they related to the original items.  

This instrument can be found in Appendix D of this document.  A copy of the twenty-six 

original questions was also included as part of the Round Two instrument for the 

respondents’ information.     

The research packets containing all of the materials for Round Two were either 

mailed or electronically transmitted on October 9, 2006.  These materials included a 

letter to the participants explaining exactly what was being asked of them during this 

round, an individualized Round Two questionnaire, and a research information sheet.  

The materials that were sent electronically went out in separate emails to insure the 

confidentiality and anonymity of each participant.  These materials can be found in 

Appendix D of this document.  Due to the fact that the Fall semester was beginning to 

draw to a close and that the holiday season was fast approaching, participants were given 

a little extra time to return the Round Two questionnaires. 

On January 7, 2007, a very small portion of the questionnaires that had been sent 

out in October had been returned.  A follow-up correspondence was sent on this date via 

email (Appendix E).  This included a new participant letter, the individualized Round 

Two questionnaire, and a research information sheet.  This attempt did draw immediate 

feedback from several participants, but overall return rate was still not at an acceptable 

level.   
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Every remaining participant that who had not returned his or her questionnaire 

for Round Two was contacted by telephone on January 23, 2007.  In cases that did not 

result in direct contact with either the participant or their secretary, a follow-up email 

was sent the same day (Appendix F).  This effort at retrieving the desired data resulted in 

fifteen out of seventeen surveys being complete by the day’s end.  Additional phone 

calls were made to the remaining two participants the following day (January 24, 2007) 

which resulted in one more survey being completed.  With sixteen out of seventeen 

surveys being completed (94.1% response rate), the research declared Round Two to be 

complete on January 26, 2007. 

The data from the Round Two survey was then entered into a spreadsheet and 

analyzed.  The responses to the objective items in Section One seemed to be moving 

well toward developing group consensus after two rounds.  Sixteen of the twenty-six 

items ended up with no participants providing responses outside of the original inter-

quartile range (IQR) after two rounds.  Seven questions were completed with only one of 

the sixteen responses being outside the original IQR.  One item remained with two 

responses outside the IQR as well as one item each with three and four responses not 

falling within the 25th and 75th percentile of the data generated by the respondents in 

Round One.  Only five members of the expert panel chose to make any comments 

regarding the leadership characteristics presented in Section Two of the Round Two 

instrument.  Most of these comments talked about how the leadership characteristics 

originally generated in this section were merely specific examples of those presented in 

the twenty-six objective items in Section One. 
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At the conclusion of the Round Two data analysis period, the Round Three 

Questionnaire was developed.  This instrument sought to finalize the responses from the 

sixteen participating principals on the eleven questions for which there were still a few 

responses outside of the original inter-quartile range (IQR).  All participants (even those 

whose responses to a particular question fell inside the IQR) received a questionnaire 

containing information regarding all eleven items.  Each item was presented in a table 

containing the original prompt that was rated in the Round One Survey, the IQR, the 

current mean, their current response, the justification for the responses currently outside 

the IQR, and an opportunity to change their response based on the information presented 

in the table.   

On January 28, 2007, the Round Three research packets were sent both 

electronically and through the United States Mail.  These packets contained an 

explanatory letter for Round Three, the Round Three Questionnaire, a research 

information sheet, and a postage-paid return envelope.  An email was also sent on 

January 28th to insure that all participants were contacted in a variety of ways.  All of 

these items are presented in Appendix G of this document.  Participants were asked to 

return the Round Three Questionnaire as soon as possible.  They were informed that they 

could return the questionnaire by United States Mail, email, fax, or by telephone. 

Participants returned the surveys more quickly in Round Three than in previous rounds.  

On Friday, February 2nd, a reminder email was sent to the members of the expert panel 

who had not yet returned the Round Three Questionnaire.  This email is shown in 

Appendix H.  Follow-up phone calls were made beginning Monday, February 5th.  By 
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Wednesday, February 7th, the last questionnaire had been returned and Round Three 

ended.   

The data was entered into a spreadsheet and the relevant descriptive statistics 

were calculated.  The original inter-quartile range (IQR) was used as a basis for which 

responses still needed to be viewed as outliers.  There were very few responses to any of 

the eleven items in Round Three that were changed by any of the sixteen participants.  

Due to the lack of variation in responses and the small number of items for which there 

remained responses outside the original IQR, it was decided by the researcher that a 

fourth round would not be necessary.  Therefore, the data collection period for this 

Delphi study of the leadership practices of high-performing Texas high school principals 

was complete. 

After the completion of Round Three, some additional calculations were made 

regarding average means and weighted group statistics for comparison between groups 

of different sizes.  The purpose for calculating these statistics was to allow the researcher 

to draw conclusions based on the research-based claims regarding the contribution of 

leadership to student success. A prioritized list of leadership characteristics was created 

based on the Round Three individual means for the twenty-six original items from 

Section One of the questionnaire.  Prioritized lists were also generated for the same 

twenty-six items at the conclusions of Rounds One and Two.  These lists were created so 

that the leadership characteristics presented in the study could be ranked overall in an 

effort to answer the research questions for the study. 
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In summary, the timeline for completion of this study ranged from the approval 

of the Institutional Review Board on May 1, 2006 to the completion of the Round Three 

data collection on February 7, 2007.  The Delphi exercise consisted of three 

questionnaires with the first two containing two sections to be completed by the 

members of the expert panel.  Sixteen of the thirty invited high-performing Texas high 

school principals ultimately completed the study.  Their input has proven invaluable in 

identifying the most essential leadership characteristics for student success at the high 

school level. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS AND DATA ANALYSIS 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to determine which leadership characteristics are 

of critical importance to school principals for student success.  The study described 

made use of the Delphi methodology to collect data from the Summer of 2006 to the 

Spring of 2007.  Sixteen high-performing Texas high school principals participated as 

members of the expert panel for this modified Delphi study.  This chapter describes the 

data gathered throughout the three rounds of the Delphi study and presents it to the 

reader as it relates to each of the following research questions: 

1. Do the leadership characteristics presented in the available literature on 

educational administration represent the qualities viewed as critical to 

student success by successful practitioners? 

2. What are the most essential leadership characteristics for success as a 

Texas High School principal? 

3. What leadership characteristics are viewed as being critical to student 

success that have not already been identified by existing leadership 

literature? 

These questions, and the data gathered in an attempt to answer them, are beneficial in 

that they have implications for principal preparation programs, the daily practice of 

current administrators, and the continuing staff development needs of educators.  The 
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remainder of this chapter will be divided into five sections: an overview of the data 

received in each individual round of the Delphi study, a discussion of the data relevant to 

each of the three individual research questions, and a closing summary of the data that 

examines the data as a whole and illustrates how that data changed over the course of the 

entire Delphi process. 

 

Raw Data Overview 

The Round One Questionnaire was sent to thirty Texas High School principals 

who met the identified criteria for the study in the areas of campus accountability rating, 

total school enrollment, and the principal’s tenure in his/her current assignment.  

Seventeen principals responded to the questionnaire in Round One and agreed to 

participate in the study.  This research project took the form of a modified Delphi study.  

Therefore, the initial questionnaire was not entirely open-ended.  The twenty-six items in 

Section One presented research-based leadership characteristics.  The responding 

principals were asked to rate these on a Likert scale ranging from one to five with one 

representing “Not necessary for student success” and five representing “Critical 

importance for student success”.  Section Two of the Round One instrument afforded the 

participants an opportunity to provide open-ended feedback.  In this section, respondents 

were asked to provide any campus-level leadership characteristics that they felt were of 

critical importance to student success and had been omitted from the first section of the 

questionnaire. 
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Each of the twenty-six items in Section One of the Round One Questionnaire 

corresponded to leadership characteristics that were found to be supported by the 

existing body of literature for educational administration.  Some of the items also 

corresponded to leadership standards for campus principals developed by agencies such 

as the Educational Leadership Constituent Council (as approved by the National Council 

for Accreditation of Teacher Education), the Texas State Board of Educator 

Certification, and the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium.  Due to the 

overall length of the prompt used in some items, it became necessary to generate a 

summary phrase or descriptor for each item to be used in data analysis and summary.  

The summary phrases for each of the twenty-six items can be seen in Table 1 along with 

the corresponding item from the questionnaire.  A complete copy of the Round One 

Questionnaire may be viewed in Appendix A. 

 

TABLE 1.  Round One Questionnaire Items and Corresponding Item Summary Phrases 
Item Complete Prompt Item Summary Phrase 

 

 

  

1 The campus principal develops a collective 
vision of the future that focuses, inspires, and 
sustains goal achievement efforts over time. 

Collective Vision 

Development 

2 The campus principal endorses visions of 
exemplary instructional practices. 

Exemplary Instructional 

Vision 

3 The campus principal develops people through 
intellectual stimulation, promotion, and support 
of those engaged in meaningful change. 

People Development 

4 The campus principal views the school as a 
professional learning community embedded 
within a local context. 

Learning Community 
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TABLE 1.  Continued 

Item Complete Prompt Item Summary Phrase 

5 The campus principal develops and strengthens 
school culture 

Culture Development 

6 The campus principal modifies organizational 
structures (assignments, allocation of resources, 
and procedures) to create optimal conditions for 
learning and teaching. 

Structure Modification 

7 The campus principal builds collaborative 
processes. 

Collaboration Building 

8 The campus principal manages the 
environment. 

Environmental Management 

9 The campus principal responds proactively to 
challenges and opportunities created by the 
accountability-oriented policy context in which 
they work. 

Proactive Response 

10 The campus principal responds productively to 
the opportunities and challenges of educating 
diverse groups of students. 
 

Productive Response 

11 The campus principal builds powerful forms of 
teaching and learning. 

Form Building 

12 The campus principal creates strong 
communities in schools. 

School Community 

13 The campus principal expands students’ social 
capital valued by schools. 

Social Capital Expansion 

14 The campus principal nurtures the development 
of families’ educational cultures. 

Family Culture 
Development 

15 The campus principal influences student 
learning by supporting teacher efforts to achieve 
high expectations for student learning. 

High Expectations 

16 The campus principal devotes a great deal of 
time and energy to the school improvement 
process. 

School Improvement 
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TABLE 1. Continued 

Item Complete Prompt Item Summary Phrase 

17 The campus principal promotes student 
achievement through the effective management 
of the school’s human, financial, and physical 
resources. 

Resource Management 

18 The campus principal continuously seeks out 
new available resources for the enhancement of 
student learning. 

New Resources 

19 The campus principal interacts with the entire 
community within which his or her organization 
is located by becoming knowledgeable of, 
responsive to, engaged in the larger social, 
economic, legal and cultural contexts of the 
community. 

Community Interaction 

20 The campus principal models integrity, fairness, 
and ethical behavior in all situations. 

Ethical Behavior 

21 The campus principal consistently supervises 
instructional practices throughout the entire 
school and is knowledgeable enough regarding 
curriculum and instruction to provide 
meaningful feedback to teachers. 

Instructional Supervision 

22 The campus principal’s top priority is protecting 
instructional time. 

Instructional Time 

23 The campus principal supports teachers and 
regularly provides them with incentives 

Teacher Support 

24 The campus principal chooses meaningful 
professional development activities for his or 
her staff and participates in them when they are 
presented. 

Professional Development 

25 The campus principal maintains a high degree 
of visibility to staff, students, parents, and other 
members of the community. 

Principal Visibility 

26 The campus principal strives to build the 
leadership capacity of those around them 
(teachers, students, parents, etc…). 

Leadership Capacity 
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With seventeen of the thirty original questionnaires having been returned, Round 

One of the Delphi process was declared to be over in September of 2006 by the 

researcher.  At this point, the responses from Section One were analyzed using 

descriptive statistical practices.  The mean, median, and mode were calculated for each 

of the twenty-six items.  The descriptive statistics associated with this analysis are 

presented in Table 2.  The inter-quartile range (IQR) was also calculated.  Table 3 shows 

the IQR for each item in Section One as well as the number of responses that fell outside 

of the IQR for each item. 

 

TABLE 2.  Descriptive Statistics for Round One Questionnaire 
Item Summary Phrase Mean Median Mode 

1 Collective Vision Development 4.71 5 5 

2 Exemplary Instructional Vision 4.59 5 5 

3 People Development 4.35 4 5 

4 Learning Community 4.41 5 5 

5 Culture Development 4.71 5 5 

6 Structure Modification 4.47 5 5 

7 Collaboration Building 4.18 4 4 

8 Environmental Management 4.12 4 4 

9 Proactive Response 4.47 5 5 

10 Productive Response 4.76 5 5 

11 Form Building 4.18 4 4 
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TABLE 2. Continued 

Item Summary Phrase Mean Median Mode 

12 School Community 3.94 4 4 

13 Social Capital Expansion 3.59 3 3 

14 Family Culture Development 3.71 4 3 

15 High Expectations 4.71 5 5 

16 School Improvement 4.29 4 4 

17 Resource Management 4.59 5 5 

18 New Resources 4.24 4 5 

19 Community Interaction 3.94 4 4 

20 Ethical Behavior 4.71 5 5 

21 Instructional Supervision 4.53 5 5 

22 Instructional Time 4.18 4 4 

23 Teacher Support 4 4 4 

24 Professional Development 4.24 4 5 

25 Principal Visibility 4.82 5 5 

26 Leadership Capacity 4.53 5 5 
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TABLE 3.  Round One Inter-Quartile Range (IQR) and Number of Outlier Responses 

Item Summary Phrase IQR Number of 
Responses Outside 

IQR 
1 Collective Vision Development (5,5) 4 

2 Exemplary Instructional Vision (4,5) 1 

3 People Development (4,5) 2 

4 Learning Community (4,5) 2 

5 Culture Development (4,5) 0 

6 Structure Modification (4,5) 3 

7 Collaboration Building (4,5) 2 

8 Environmental Management (4,5) 3 

9 Proactive Response (4,5) 1 

10 Productive Response (5,5) 3 

11 Form Building (4,5) 2 

12 School Community (3,4) 4 

13 Social Capital Expansion (3,4) 4 

14 Family Culture Development (3,4) 4 

15 High Expectations (4,5) 0 

16 School Improvement (4,5) 1 

17 Resource Management (4,5) 1 

18 New Resources (4,5) 3 

19 Community Interaction (4,4) 8 

20 Ethical Behavior (5,5) 4 
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TABLE 3. Continued 

Item Summary Phrase IQR Number of 
Responses Outside 

IQR 
21 Instructional Supervision (4,5) 2 

22 Instructional Time (4,5) 3 

23 Teacher Support (4,4) 5 

24 Professional Development (4,5) 3 

25 Principal Visibility (5,5) 3 

26 Leadership Capacity (4,5) 1 

 

 

Section Two of the Round One Questionnaire presented the respondent with an 

opportunity to provide open-ended feedback regarding other essential leadership 

characteristics.  Members of the expert panel were asked to write down any additional 

leadership characteristics that they believed essential to student success which had been 

omitted from the objective items in Section One.  Only seven of the members of the 

expert panel chose to suggest additional leadership characteristics in Section Two.  Table 

4 illustrates the comments made in this section. 
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TABLE 4.  Section Two Comments from Round One Questionnaire  

Respondent Comments Regarding Additional Leadership Characteristics 

6 Excellent Communicator - many administrators have the qualities listed 
above and can't translate them into action and communicate a clear 
vision to the staff 

11 The principal must actively monitor the student climate, the community 
climate, and the climate of the professional staff.  Student engagement is 
a piece that is gaining in focus, but it is long overdue.  Any student who 
wants to learn has more than ample opportunity despite the scope and 
sequence of curriculum and instructional delivery system.  Building a 
culture of constructivist learning communities must precede 
extraordinary achievement.  Traditional methods ramped up in order to 
"cover" all the TEKS will have limited potential for bringing about 
desired results. 

13 The principal of a school where the success level is high always has an 
open door to listen and show an interest in all stakeholders in the school 
system. 

15 The campus principal together with staff, students, and parents make all 
of the above possible.  The principal alone will not make things happen.  
All are important to reach maximum student success. 

21 Safe orderly managed school.  Understanding that kids come first.  Able 
to work well with central admin and the board.  Clear expectations for 
kids and staff. 

24 CRITICAL TO STUDENT SUCCESS - Benchmark testing. Proper 
placing of teaching schedule. Hiring excellent teachers. Helping teachers 
grow.  Clinical supervision.  Positive reinforcement. TAKS incentives so 
TAKS is a valid assessment.  Visibility. 

25 1.  Hire the best people.  2. Lead and support the best people. 3.  
Strategically remove those people who are not the best people. 

 

 

Round Two of the Delphi process took place from October of 2006 until January 

of 2007.  In this round, members of the expert panel were provided with the group 

results from the Round One Questionnaire.  The Round Two Questionnaire, like its 

predecessor in Round One, was in two sections.  Section One presented the same 
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twenty-six items as Round One.  Along with the prompt, members of the expert panel 

were shown the group mean for each question, the inter-quartile range (IQR), their 

original response and whether or not their response fell outside the IQR.  Respondents 

were asked to consider all of the items for which their response fell outside of the IQR 

and then make a decision as to whether they wished to change their answer to one falling 

within the IQR or leave it the same and provide justification for their response that 

would provided to the entire group to consider. 

Sixteen of the seventeen Round Two Questionnaires were returned before the 

researcher declared the round to be officially ended in January of 2007.  The data from 

round two was then analyzed using the same descriptive statistical practices used in 

Round One with the exception of the inter-quartile range (IQR).  Due to the fact that the 

original IQR was used as the measuring stick for consensus in the overall study, a new 

IQR was not computed in the second round.  Table 5 shows the descriptive statistics 

associated with Round Two. 

 

TABLE 5.  Descriptive Statistics for Round Two Questionnaire 

Item Summary Phrase Mean Median Mode 

1 Collective Vision Development 5 5 5 

2 Exemplary Instructional Vision 4.63 5 5 

3 People Development 4.5 4.5 4 

4 Learning Community 4.5 4.5 4 

5 Culture Development 4.75 5 5 
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TABLE 5. Continued 
Item Summary Phrase Mean Median Mode 

6 Structure Modification 4.63 5 5 

7 Collaboration Building 4.38 4 4 

8 Environmental Management 4.31 4 4 

9 Proactive Response 4.56 5 5 

10 Productive Response 4.94 5 5 

11 Form Building 4.31 4 4 

12 School Community 3.88 4 4 

13 Social Capital Expansion 3.56 3.5 3 

14 Family Culture Development 3.69 4 4 

15 High Expectations 4.69 5 5 

16 School Improvement 4.25 4 4 

17 Resource Management 4.63 5 5 

18 New Resources 4.38 4 4 

19 Community Interaction 4.06 4 4 

20 Ethical Behavior 5 5 5 

21 Instructional Supervision 4.63 5 5 

22 Instructional Time 4.38 4 4 

23 Teacher Support 3.94 4 4 

24 Professional Development 4.31 4 5 

25 Principal Visibility 4.93 5 5 

26 Leadership Capacity 4.63 5 5 
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After the analysis of the statistical data was completed for Round Two, the 

researcher examined the questions for which respondents had still made responses 

falling outside the original inter-quartile range (IQR) from Round One.  The number of 

questions for which this was the case decreased dramatically for Round Two.  Table 6 

reports the information regarding questions falling outside of the IQR.  In terms of the 

 

TABLE 6.  Change in Number of Questions Falling Outside the Inter-Quartile Range 
(IQR) from Round One to Round Two 

Item Summary Phrase Number of Responses 
Outside IQR after  

Round One 

Number of 
Responses Outside 
IQR after Round 

Two 
1 Collective Vision Development 4 0 

2 Exemplary Instructional Vision 1 0 

3 People Development 2 0 

4 Learning Community 2 0 

5 Culture Development 0 0 

6 Structure Modification 3 0 

7 Collaboration Building 2 0 

8 Environmental Management 3 0 

9 Proactive Response 1 0 

10 Productive Response 3 1 

11 Form Building 2 0 

12 School Community 4 2 
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TABLE 6. Continued 

Item Summary Phrase Number of Responses 
Outside IQR after  

Round One 

Number of 
Responses Outside 
IQR after Round 

Two 
13 Social Capital Expansion 4 1 

14 Family Culture Development 4 2 

15 High Expectations 0 0 

16 School Improvement 1 1 

17 Resource Management 1 1 

18 New Resources 3 1 

19 Community Interaction 8 3 

20 Ethical Behavior 4 0 

21 Instructional Supervision 2 0 

22 Instructional Time 3 0 

23 Teacher Support 5 4 

24 Professional Development 3 2 

25 Principal Visibility 3 1 

26 Leadership Capacity 1 0 

 Total  68 19 

 

 

number of responses continuing to fall outside the inter-quartile range (IQR), the expert 

panel seemed to be moving well toward consensus in Section One of the questionnaire.  

There was an 72.1% drop in the overall number of responses outside the IQR.  The 
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justifications for the remaining outlier responses were collected and would be presented 

for the expert panel’s consideration in Round Three of the Delphi process.  A complete 

listing of the justifications for outlier responses can be found on the Round Three 

Questionnaire in Appendix G. 

Section Two of the Round Two Questionnaire asked participants to consider all 

of the additional leadership characteristics that were believed to have been omitted from 

the Section One items in Round One.  Space was provided to give feedback regarding 

these characteristics.  Only four participants opted to give any written feedback in this 

section.  These four comments are shown in Table 7.  It is worth noting that only two 

individual comments discuss particular aspects of the feedback presented in Section One 

of the original survey.  One response states that they feel that the Round One responses 

of omitted leadership characteristics were not actually omitted characteristics, but, 

rather, that they just represented specific examples of the broad characteristics from 

Round One of the questionnaire.  The final comment merely affirmed that the individual 

believes that the characteristics presented were part of their individual leadership style.  

Due to the small number of participants responding in this section of the questionnaire, 

phone calls were made to the respondents who had not previously provided written 

information in Section Two.  The principal’s feedback regarding Section Two of the 

questionnaires was solicited during these phone conversations.  In each case, the 

responding principal stated that he or she felt like there was nothing new presented in 

Section Two and that the comments and suggestions made by other participants could be 
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generalized into the leadership characteristics presented in the twenty-six items in 

Section One. 

 

TABLE 7.  Section Two Comments from Round Two Questionnaire  

Respondent Comments Regarding Additional Leadership Characteristics Presented 
in Section Two of the Round One Questionnaire 

6 The first two characteristics are related to the vision of the school 
leaders.  I feel that it is extremely important for the school leader to 
have a clear vision of guiding a school that prepares students for the 
21st century.  I believe that schools ten to twenty years from now will 
look very different from the typical school today. 

22 All of the above are right on the money and fall under my leadership 
style 

23 I believe that most ideas listed above are specific examples of the broad 
areas listed on the original survey and thus are not necessary for 
inclusion.  Combining bullet 1 and bullet 6 though to address principal 
accessibility and communication with stakeholders might be beneficial.  
I think accessibility is different from visibility as addressed in statement 
25 on the original survey.  Some might say though that communication 
is a necessary strength in all areas listed originally and thus doesn't need 
to be addressed separately. 

25 1.  Hire the best people.  2. Effectively lead and support the best people. 
3.  Strategically remove those people who are not the best people. 

 

 

Round Three of the Delphi process began at the end of January 2007.  The 

Round Three Questionnaire provided participants with an opportunity to reexamine their 

Round Two answer to a particular item based on the feedback and results from the 

overall group.  In this questionnaire, the eleven questions for which there remained 

responses from at least one member of the expert panel falling outside the inter-quartile 
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range (IQR) were presented along with the participant’s current answer, the current 

mean, the original IQR and any comments written by members of the panel in 

justification of their choosing to not change their answer in Round Two even though it 

fell outside the IQR.  The Round Three Questionnaires were mailed to the sixteen 

participants who had completed the Round Two Questionnaire.   

The data collection period for Round Three of the Delphi exercise ended on 

Wednesday, February 7, 2007 with results being received from all sixteen participants.  

In the third round of the study, it became clear that consensus was very close to being 

reached.  Only four items were changed at all during this round.  Table 8 reports the 

descriptive statistics for Round Three.  Only two items experienced any fluctuation at all 

with respect to the overall number of responses falling outside the original inter-quartile 

range (IQR).  The answer to these two items changed so that there were now no 

responses outside of the IQR. The items experiencing changes in the number of items 

within the IQR are shown in Table 9.  The total number of overall responses falling 

outside the IQR decreased from nineteen to seventeen.  Additionally, the total number of 

questions for which these responses were spread out over decreased from eleven at the 

end of Round Two to nine at the end of Round Three. 
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TABLE 8.  Descriptive Statistics for Round Three Questionnaire 

Item Summary Phrase Mean Median Mode 

1 Collective Vision Development 5 5 5 

2 Exemplary Instructional Vision 4.63 5 5 

3 People Development 4.5 4.5 4 

4 Learning Community 4.5 4.5 4 

5 Culture Development 4.75 5 5 

6 Structure Modification 4.63 5 5 

7 Collaboration Building 4.38 4 4 

8 Environmental Management 4.31 4 4 

9 Proactive Response 4.56 5 5 

10 Productive Response 5 5 5 

11 Form Building 4.31 4 4 

12 School Community 3.94 4 4 

13 Social Capital Expansion 3.56 3.5 3 

14 Family Culture Development 3.69 4 4 

15 High Expectations 4.69 5 5 

16 School Improvement 4.25 4 4 

17 Resource Management 4.69 5 5 

18 New Resources 4.38 4 4 

19 Community Interaction 4.06 4 4 

20 Ethical Behavior 5 5 5 
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TABLE 8. Continued 
Item Summary Phrase Mean Median Mode 

21 Instructional Supervision 4.63 5 5 

22 Instructional Time 4.38 4 4 

23 Teacher Support 3.94 4 4 

24 Professional Development 4.25 4 4 

25 Principal Visibility 4.93 5 5 

26 Leadership Capacity 4.63 5 5 

 

 

TABLE 9.  Change in Number of Questions Falling Outside the Inter-Quartile Range 
(IQR) from Round Two to Round Three 

Item Summary Phrase Number of Responses 
Outside IQR after  

Round Two 

Number of 
Responses Outside 
IQR after Round 

Three 
1 Collective Vision Development 0 0 

2 Exemplary Instructional Vision 0 0 

3 People Development 0 0 

4 Learning Community 0 0 

5 Culture Development 0 0 

6 Structure Modification 0 0 

7 Collaboration Building 0 0 

8 Environmental Management 0 0 

9 Proactive Response 0 0 
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TABLE 9.  Continued 

Item Summary Phrase Number of Responses 
Outside IQR after  

Round Two 

Number of 
Responses Outside 
IQR after Round 

Three 
10 Productive Response 1 0 

11 Form Building 0 0 

12 School Community 2 2 

13 Social Capital Expansion 1 1 

14 Family Culture Development 2 2 

15 High Expectations 0 0 

16 School Improvement 1 1 

17 Resource Management 1 0 

18 New Resources 1 1 

19 Community Interaction 3 3 

20 Ethical Behavior 0 0 

21 Instructional Supervision 0 0 

22 Instructional Time 0 0 

23 Teacher Support 4 4 

24 Professional Development 2 2 

25 Principal Visibility 1 1 

26 Leadership Capacity 0 0 

 Total  19 17 
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After the data collection and analysis period for Round Three of the Delphi study 

ended, it was determined that there was no need to proceed with a fourth round of 

questionnaires because consensus had been reached among the members of the expert 

panel.  The main reason for this conclusion was the small amount of variation that 

occurred in Round Three where only 4 out of 176 possible responses were changed 

(2.3%).  The next section of this chapter will explore the data relevant to each of the 

three research questions guiding the study.  

 

Research Question One 

Do the leadership characteristics presented in the available literature on 

educational administration represent the qualities viewed as critical to student 

success by practitioners? 

 
The first research question deals with a comparison of successful leadership 

characteristics presented in the available literature on educational administration and 

those generated by successful practitioners.  The manner in which this question can be 

analyzed is two-fold.  First, it must be determined whether or not the research-based 

leadership characteristics in the first section of the questionnaire are viewed as being 

critical to student success by the principals involved in the study.  Second, whether or 

not the members of the expert panel found these twenty-six items to be all-inclusive or 

not must be examined.  Examining the median response to any given item in Section 

One of the Delphi Questionnaire gives insight as to whether or not the high school 

principals surveyed felt that the particular leadership characteristic being asked about 
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was of critical importance to student success.  Table 10 presents the twelve items from 

the Delphi Questionnaire that received a median rating of five after the completion of all 

three rounds (Critical Importance to Student Success).  These items are definitely viewed 

by practitioners as being of great importance for student success.  Table 11 shows the 

two items that received a median response of 4.5 (between above average and critical 

importance to student success).  Table 12 illustrates the eleven additional items that 

receive a response indicating that it was viewed as being of above average importance 

for student success.  The fact that twenty-five of the original twenty-six research based 

items on the questionnaire resulted of a median response in the highest two categories on 

the scale of the research instrument lends justification to the idea that the responding 

principals do feel that the leadership characteristics proposed by the questionnaire are of 

great importance to the overall success of students. 

 

 

TABLE 10. Round One Questionnaire Items Receiving a Median Rating of 5 (Critical 
Importance to Student Success) 
Item # Leadership Prompt 

1 The campus principal develops a collective vision of the future that focuses, 
inspires, and sustains goal achievement efforts over time. 

2 The campus principal endorses visions of exemplary instructional practices.  

5 The campus principal develops and strengthens school culture. 

6 The campus principal modifies organizational structures (assignments, 
allocation of resources, and procedures) to create optimal conditions for 
learning and teaching. 

9 The campus principal responds proactively to challenges and opportunities 
created by the accountability-oriented policy context in which they work. 
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TABLE 10. Continued 

Item # Leadership Prompt 
10 The campus principal responds productively to the opportunities and 

challenges of educating diverse groups of students. 

15 The campus principal influences student learning by supporting teacher efforts 
to achieve high expectations for student learning. 

17 The campus principal promotes student achievement through the effective 
management of the school’s human, financial, and physical resources. 

20 The campus principal models integrity, fairness, and ethical behavior in all 
situations. 

21 The campus principal consistently supervises instructional practices 
throughout the entire school and is knowledgeable enough regarding 
curriculum and instruction to provide meaningful feedback to teachers. 

25 The campus principal maintains a high degree of visibility to staff, students, 
parents, and other members of the community. 

26 The campus principal strives to build the leadership capacity of those around 
them (teachers, students, parents, etc…). 

 

 

TABLE 11. Round One Questionnaire Items Receiving a Median Rating of 4.5 (Above 
Average to Critical Importance for Student Success 
Item # Leadership Prompt 

3 The campus principal develops people through intellectual stimulation, 
promotion, and support of those engaged in meaningful change. 

4 The campus principal views the school as a professional learning community 
embedded within a local context.  
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TABLE 12. Round One Questionnaire Items Receiving a Median Rating of Four (Above 
Average Importance to Student Success) 
Item # Leadership Prompt 

7 The campus principal builds collaborative processes. 

8 The campus principal manages the environment. 

11 The campus principal builds powerful forms of teaching and learning. 

12 The campus principal creates strong communities in schools. 

14 The campus principal nurtures the development of families’ educational 
cultures. 

16 The campus principal devotes a great deal of time and energy to the school 
improvement process. 

18 The campus principal continuously seeks out new available resources for the 
enhancement of student learning. 

19 The campus principal interacts with the entire community within which his or 
her organization is located by becoming knowledgeable of, responsive to, 
engaged in the larger social, economic, legal and cultural contexts of the 
community. 

22 The campus principal’s top priority is protecting instructional time. 

23 The campus principal supports teachers and regularly provides them with 
incentives. 

24 The campus principal chooses meaningful professional development activities 
for his or her staff and participates in them when they are presented. 

 

 

Having already determined that the high school principals making up the expert 

panel for this Delphi study found the leadership characteristics presented in the Section 

One items to be greatly important to student success, it was also important to ascertain 

whether or not they believed the characteristics presented in the aforementioned section 

were representative of an exhaustive list.  For this reason, Section Two of the first two 
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questionnaires provided an opportunity for written feedback for the principals to append, 

if necessary, the list of research-based characteristics from Section One.  Table 4, 

presented earlier in this chapter, shows the comments from Round One of the Delphi 

study regarding additional leadership characteristics.  The feedback given in this section, 

as well as the feedback obtained in Round Two, led the researcher to the conclusion that 

the members of the expert panel had not found any glaring omissions of leadership 

characteristics from the set represented by the twenty-six original items on the Delphi 

questionnaire. 

The declaration of the twenty-six items from Section One of the Delphi 

questionnaire to be research-based is predicated on the major themes of existing research 

in educational administration.  As discussed in Chapter II of this document, the Task 

Force on Developing Research in Educational Leadership of the American Educational 

Research Association (Division A) presents six major claims regarding the contribution 

of school leadership to student learning based on a comprehensive review of existing 

research (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  Four of these six claims deal primarily with the 

role of the principal and make up the framework for this study.  These claims regarding 

leadership are presented in Table 13. 
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TABLE 13.  Major Claims Regarding the Contribution of Leadership to Student 
Learning (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b). 
# Claim Regarding Leadership 

1 “Leadership has significant effects on student learning, second only to the effects 
of quality curriculum and teacher’s instruction” (p. 10). 

2 “A core set of leadership practices form the basics of successful leadership and are 
valuable in almost all educational contexts” (p. 16). 

3 “Many successful leaders in schools serving highly diverse student populations 
enact practices to promote school quality, equity, and social justice” (p. 21). 

4 “Successful school leaders respond proactively to challenges and opportunities 
created by the accountability-oriented policy context in which they work” (p. 24). 

 

 

Each of these leadership claims was analyzed in great detail by the researcher in 

developing the questionnaire for use in this Delphi procedure.  Table 14 details the 

correspondence between the questionnaire items and each particular claim regarding 

leadership mentioned above. Some of the items also corresponded to leadership 

standards for campus principals developed by agencies such as the Educational 

Leadership Constituent Council (as approved by the National Council for Accreditation 

of Teacher Education), the Texas State Board of Educator Certification, and the 

Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium. 
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TABLE 14.  Correspondence Between Questionnaire Items and Leadership Claims 
Claim # (Description) Questionnaire Items Corresponding to Claim 

1 (Leadership Effect on Learning) 15, 16, 17, 18, 21, 22, 23, 24 

2 (Core Leadership Practices) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 20 

3 (Accountability-Oriented Context) 9, 19, 25, 26 

4 (Diverse Student Populations) 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 

 

 

An examination of these claims regarding leadership was also useful in answering the 

first research question for this study. This question dealt with whether or not the 

leadership characteristics from the research matched those viewed as being of critical 

importance for student performance by practitioners.  One piece of evidence that helps 

answer this question is whether or not each of the leadership claims was represented in 

the group of characteristics rated as being of critical importance by participating 

principals.  Table 10 presents the questionnaire items receiving a median score of 5 

(critical importance for student success).  The twelve items in this category are made up 

of representative questions from each of the four major claims regarding the contribution 

of leadership to student learning.  Questions based on leadership claim #1 represented 

four of the twelve questions receiving a median score of five followed by five questions, 

two questions, and one question for leadership claims two, three, and four respectively.  

Each claim being represented in the category of receiving a median score of five is 

indicative of a fairly good match between the leadership characteristics coming from the 

research and those viewed as essential by high-performing principals.  This match is 
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strengthened when the second-highest response category (4 - above average importance 

for student success) is included in the analysis.  When this is the case, leadership claims 

one, two, three, and four were represented in the category of either above average or 

critical importance by nine, nine, three, and four questions respectively.  Another 

method of examining whether or not the practitioners agree with the research on 

essential leadership characteristics is to examine the overall means for each leadership 

claim.  These means are shown in Table 15 as well as the specific questions 

characterized by the individual leadership claims. 

 

TABLE 15.  Grouped Means for Specific Research-Based Leadership Claims 

Claim # Questionnaire Items Overall Mean 

1 15, 16, 17, 18, 21, 22, 23, 24 4.398 

2 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 20 4.632 

3 9, 19, 25, 26 4.547 

4 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 4.100 

 

 

Research Question Two 

What are the most essential leadership characteristics for success as a Texas High 

School principal? 

 
The first research question in this study sought to determine whether or not there 

was agreement between practitioners and the research base as to which leadership 
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characteristics are important for student success.  Having determined that there was a 

high degree of relative agreement in the section above, attention became focused on the 

question of which leadership characteristics were most essential for student success.  The 

answer to this question has major ramifications for professional development and 

principal preparation.  The data that provides insight into the answer to this research 

question is described in the following section. 

The first step in arriving at a meaningful answer to the research question dealing 

with which leadership characteristics are most essential was examining the individual 

means for each question in Section One of the Round One, Two, and Three Delphi 

questionnaires.  By ranking the questions in decreasing order of their individual means, a 

list of prioritized leadership characteristics according to the members of the expert panel 

was created.  This prioritized list is presented in Table 16.  Table 17 shows the final 

prioritized list of leadership characteristics with the individual mean response for each 

particular item as determined after the expert panel of high-performing principals 

completed the Round Three Questionnaire. 
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TABLE 16.  Prioritized Leadership Characteristics 
Item # Prompt Round 1 

Priority 
Round 2 
Priority 

Round 3 
Priority 

25 The campus principal maintains a high 
degree of visibility to staff, students, 
parents, and other members of the 
community. 

1 4 4 

10 The campus principal responds 
productively to the opportunities and 
challenges of educating diverse groups of 
students. 

2 3 2 

1 The campus principal develops a collective 
vision of the future that focuses, inspires, 
and sustains goal achievement efforts over 
time. 

3 1 1 

5 The campus principal develops and 
strengthens school culture. 

4 5 5 

15 The campus principal influences student 
learning by supporting teacher efforts to 
achieve high expectations for student 
learning. 

5 6 6 

20 The campus principal models integrity, 
fairness, and ethical behavior in all 
situations. 

6 2 3 

2 The campus principal endorses visions of 
exemplary instructional practices. 

7 7 8 

17 The campus principal promotes student 
achievement through the effective 
management of the school’s human, 
financial, and physical resources. 

8 9 7 

21 The campus principal consistently 
supervises instructional practices 
throughout the entire school and is 
knowledgeable enough regarding 
curriculum and instruction to provide 
meaningful feedback to teachers. 

9 10 10 
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TABLE 16. Continued 

Item # Prompt Round 1 
Priority 

Round 2 
Priority 

Round 3 
Priority 

26 The campus principal strives to build the 
leadership capacity of those around them 
(teachers, students, parents, etc…). 

10 11 11 

6 The campus principal modifies 
organizational structures (assignments, 
allocation of resources, and procedures) to 
create optimal conditions for learning and 
teaching. 

11 8 9 

9 The campus principal responds proactively 
to challenges and opportunities created by 
the accountability-oriented policy context 
in which they work. 

12 12 12 

4 The campus principal views the school as a 
professional learning community 
embedded within a local context. 

13 14 14 

3 The campus principal develops people 
through intellectual stimulation, promotion, 
and support of those engaged in meaningful 
change. 

14 13 13 

16 The campus principal devotes a great deal 
of time and energy to the school 
improvement process. 

15 21 20 

18 The campus principal continuously seeks 
out new available resources for the 
enhancement of student learning. 

16 16 16 

24 The campus principal chooses meaningful 
professional development activities for his 
or her staff and participates in them when 
they are presented. 

17 20 21 

7 The campus principal builds collaborative 
processes. 

18 15 15 

11 The campus principal builds powerful 
forms of teaching and learning. 

19 19 19 



121 

 

TABLE 16. Continued 

Item # Prompt Round 1 
Priority 

Round 2 
Priority 

Round 3 
Priority 

22 The campus principal’s top priority is 
protecting instructional time. 

20 17 17 

8 The campus principal manages the 
environment. 

21 18 18 

23 The campus principal supports teachers and 
regularly provides them with incentives. 

22 23 24 

12 The campus principal creates strong 
communities in schools. 

23 24 23 

19 The campus principal interacts with the 
entire community within which his or her 
organization is located by becoming 
knowledgeable of, responsive to, engaged 
in the larger social, economic, legal and 
cultural contexts of the community. 

24 22 22 

14 The campus principal nurtures the 
development of families’ educational 
cultures. 

25 25 25 

13 The campus principal expands students’ 
social capital valued by schools. 

26 26 26 

 

 

TABLE 17.  Final Prioritized Leadership Characteristics with Individual Means 

Rank Prompt Mean 

t1 The campus principal develops a collective vision of the future that 
focuses, inspires, and sustains goal achievement efforts over time. 

5 

t1 The campus principal responds productively to the opportunities and 
challenges of educating diverse groups of students. 

5 

t1 The campus principal models integrity, fairness, and ethical 
behavior in all situations. 

5 

4 The campus principal maintains a high degree of visibility to staff, 
students, parents, and other members of the community. 

4.9375 
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TABLE 17. Continued 
Rank Prompt Mean 

5 The campus principal develops and strengthens school culture. 4.75 

t6 The campus principal influences student learning by supporting 
teacher efforts to achieve high expectations for student learning. 

4.6875 

t6 The campus principal promotes student achievement through the 
effective management of the school’s human, financial, and physical 
resources. 

4.6875 

t8 The campus principal endorses visions of exemplary instructional 
practices. 

4.625 

t8 The campus principal modifies organizational structures 
(assignments, allocation of resources, and procedures) to create 
optimal conditions for learning and teaching. 

4.625 

t8 The campus principal consistently supervises instructional practices 
throughout the entire school and is knowledgeable enough regarding 
curriculum and instruction to provide meaningful feedback to 
teachers. 

4.625 

t8 The campus principal strives to build the leadership capacity of 
those around them (teachers, students, parents, etc…). 
 

4.625 

12 The campus principal responds proactively to challenges and 
opportunities created by the accountability-oriented policy context 
in which they work. 

4.5625 

t13 The campus principal develops people through intellectual 
stimulation, promotion, and support of those engaged in meaningful 
change. 

4.5 

t13 The campus principal views the school as a professional learning 
community embedded within a local context. 

4.5 

t15 The campus principal builds collaborative processes. 4.375 

t15 The campus principal continuously seeks out new available 
resources for the enhancement of student learning. 

4.375 

t15 The campus principal’s top priority is protecting instructional time. 4.375 

t18 The campus principal manages the environment. 4.3125 

t18 The campus principal builds powerful forms of teaching and 
learning. 

4.3125 
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TABLE 17. Continued 

Rank Prompt Mean 

t18 The campus principal chooses meaningful professional development 
activities for his or her staff and participates in them when they are 
presented. 

4.3125 

21 The campus principal devotes a great deal of time and energy to the 
school improvement process. 

4.25 

22 The campus principal interacts with the entire community within 
which his or her organization is located by becoming 
knowledgeable of, responsive to, engaged in the larger social, 
economic, legal and cultural contexts of the community. 

4.0625 

t23 The campus principal creates strong communities in schools. 3.9375 

t23 The campus principal supports teachers and regularly provides them 
with incentives. 

3.9375 

25 The campus principal nurtures the development of families’ 
educational cultures. 

3.6875 

26 The campus principal expands students’ social capital valued by 
schools. 

3.5625 

 

 

The table above, in essence, represents the answer to the second research 

question for this study.  This question asked what the most essential leadership 

characteristics were for success as a Texas high school principal.  The prioritized list 

shown in Table 17 illustrates what were viewed as essential leadership characteristics for 

student success by the sixteen high-performing principals that participated in this study.  

There were three items that were ultimately rated as high as possible by the expert panel 

of principals.  Each of these items received a unanimous rating of five (critical 

importance for student success) after the third round of the Delphi study.  The item 

prioritized as the fourth most essential leadership characteristic received a mean 
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response rating of 4.9375 which is indicative of all but one of the participants rating it at 

a level of five.  The remaining member of the panel rated this item as a four (above 

average importance for student success.  The fifth leadership characteristic on the 

prioritized list was rated at the highest level by twelve members of the expert panel with 

the other four principals scoring it at the above average level.  Each of these top five 

leadership characteristics from the questionnaires will be discussed in detail in the 

following section. 

The first item on the Delphi questionnaire stated “the campus principal develops 

a collective vision for the future that focuses, inspires, and sustains goal achievement 

efforts over time”.  Figure 1 illustrates the frequency distribution of responses to this 

item through the three rounds of the Delphi process and Table 18 shows the descriptive 

statistics for this item.  This item received very high response ratings from the outset  
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TABLE 18.  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #1 
 Round One 

n = 17 
Round Two 

N = 16 
Round Three 

N=16 
Mean 4.706 5.000 5.000 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (5,5) (5,5) (5,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

4 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 3rd 1st 1st 

 

 

of the study.  The spread of the inter-quartile range (IQR) was zero due to the fact that 

the range only included values of five.  Even though there was a relatively high number 

of responses (four) falling outside the IQR after Round One, every participant changed 

their answer in Round Two to bring it inside the IQR.  In fact, two principals commented 

in Round Two that they could not believe they had only rated this item with a four in 

Round One and that it should definitely be scored as a five.  The mean increased to 

5.000 after Round Two from 4.706 after Round One.  The responding principals 

obviously felt that developing vision was one of the most critical factors for student 

success in the high school setting.   

The tenth item on the Delphi questionnaire contained the prompt “the campus 

principal responds productively to the opportunities and challenges of educating diverse 

groups of students”.  This item was tied with two others for the top spot on the 
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prioritized list of leadership characteristics shown in Table 17.  Figure 2 illustrates the 

number of responses in each category of importance for student success as rated by the 

principals participating in Rounds One, Two, and Three of the study.  Table 19 records 

the descriptive statistics on this item for all three rounds.  This item had fewer overall 

responses outside of the inter-quartile range (IQR) than the items with which it was tied 
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TABLE 19.  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #10 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.765 4.938 5.000 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 
5 5 5 
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TABLE 19. Continued 
 Round One 

n = 17 
Round Two 

N = 16 
Round Three 

N=16 
IQR (5,5) (5,5) (5,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

3 1 0 

Priority (out of 26) 2nd  3rd  3rd  

 

 

in terms of priority, but it is the only one of the top three items to have any responses 

remaining outside the IQR after Round Two.  This item also had an IQR spread of zero 

due to the high number of responses of five in the first round.  The mean for this item 

increased with each round and ended up at a value of 5.000 indicating a unanimous 

response by all participating principals.  This mean value indicated overwhelming 

agreement by the members of the expert panel that responding effectively to the 

challenges and opportunities associated with educating diverse groups of students is of 

critical importance to student success in the high school setting. 

Another item which was ranked in a tie for first on the prioritized list of essential 

leadership characteristics was item number twenty.  This item read “the campus 

principal models integrity, fairness, and ethical behavior in all situations”.  As with the 

previous two items, the mean rating for this item was 5.000 after Round Three of the 

Delphi study.  A frequency distribution for the responses to this item is shown in Figure 

3.  Table 20 presents the statistical values generated by an analysis of this item after all 

three rounds.  After Round One, the mean for this item was 4.706 with four responses 

falling outside the inter-quartile range (IQR).  Every outlier response to this question 
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was changed to fall within the IQR in Round Two and remained there after Round 

Three.  The fact that a high school principal must be an unwavering example of ethical 

behavior was clearly indicated by the expert panel to be an essential characteristic of 

leadership. 
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TABLE 20.  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #20 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.706 5.000 5.000 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (5,5) (5,5) (5,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

4 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 6th 2nd 2nd 
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With a final mean value of 4.938, item number twenty-five occupied fourth place on the 

list of essential leadership characteristics after Round Three of the study.  The prompt 

for this item stated, “the campus principal maintains a high degree of visibility to staff 

students, parents, and other members of the community”.  The high degree of support for 

this leadership characteristic on the part of principals indicated that they felt it to be of 

critical importance for any leader.  Figure 4 illustrates the categorization of responses for 

this item.  Table 21 shows the statistical summary after Rounds One, Two, and Three.  

This is the first item in the study for which there remained any response outside the 

inter-quartile range (IQR) after the completion of Round Three.  There was less variation 

with respect to this item than the previous three on the prioritized list, but one participant 

clearly believed that this leadership characteristic should not be rated at the highest level.  

However, the panel members obviously found visibility on the part of the principal to be 

of great value in the leadership repertoire for student success.  This question pointed out 

that being visible was not just an important thing for the principal to do with students 

and staff, but with all of the members of the educational community. 
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TABLE 21.  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #25 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 1 4 4 

Median 4.824 4.938 4.938 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (5,5) (5,5) (5,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

3 1 1 

Priority (out of 26) 1st 4th 4th 

 

 

The fifth-rated overall essential leadership characteristic chosen by the principals 

who participated in this study was the importance of strengthening school culture.  The 
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item dealing with this subject on the Delphi questionnaires for all three rounds was 

number five.  Figure 5 and Table 22 show the frequency distribution and descriptive 

statistics for this item respectively.  An interesting note about this item is that it was the 

first item in the order of prioritization for which the inter-quartile range (IQR) did not 

begin and end with the same number.  The spread of the IQR for this item was one unit.  

Due to the larger IQR for this question, there were no outlier responses for this item after 

any of the three rounds.    One possible reason for this item to have been rated a little 

lower may be that the concept of school culture can mean many different things to many 

different people.  Even though the final mean response was slightly lower for this 

question, it was still very high given the overall scale and is clearly viewed by the 

participating principals on the expert panel to be of great importance for school leaders 

in working toward student success. 
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TABLE 22.  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #5 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.706 4.750 4.750 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

0 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 4th 5th 5th 

 

 

The five items discussed in the preceding paragraphs represent the most essential 

leadership characteristics as rated by the participating principals.  However, this does 

need mean that the other characteristics included in the study are not noteworthy and 

should not be aspired to by current and prospective leaders of school organizations.  Of 

the twenty-six total items on the Delphi questionnaire, only four received mean response 

ratings below four (above average importance for student success).  Therefore, the 

distinctions made between the top five prioritized leadership characteristics presented in 

Table 17 and the bottom five are not incredibly severe.  For this reason, figures and 

tables describing the individual responses in each round to the remaining twenty-one 

items are included in the Appendix I of this document.  It is also important to note that 
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the research is well-represented in the prioritized list of leadership characteristics arrived 

at empirically by the expert panel.  Of the top five items, three of the broad claims 

regarding the contribution of leadership to student success (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b) 

are represented and items six and seven on the list are questions related to the fourth 

research-based claim. 

 

Research Question Three 

What leadership characteristics are viewed as being critical to student success that 

have not already been identified by existing leadership literature? 

 
This study was based on a well-defined body of research and the leadership 

characteristics that it has generated that contribute to student success.  A comparison was 

made between the leadership characteristics coming out of the literature and those as 

deemed to be critical to student success by high-performing Texas high school 

principals.  After the completion of the Delphi exercise and an analysis of the data from 

its three rounds, it was determined by the researcher that the opinions of the participating 

principals as to what was essential in terms of leadership did indeed match what has 

grown out of the research base to be accepted as being of great importance to school 

leaders.  This research question assumed that the leadership characteristics presented in 

the literature were essential to student success but it asked if there were any leadership 

characteristics viewed as critical to student success in the minds of the high-performing 

principals that have gone unidentified by the research.  Determining an answer to this 

question involved four steps: reviewing the claims about the contribution of leadership 
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to student learning made in the literature, examining the section of the Delphi instrument 

designed to aid in answering this particular research question, analyzing the results from 

Section Two of the Round One Questionnaire, and analyzing the results from Section 

Two of the Round Two Questionnaire. 

The major themes found in the existing body of educational research were 

discussed in detail in chapter II of this document, but a reexamination of them was 

important in answering this research question.  The framework used in the construction 

of the twenty-six objective items in Section One of the Delphi questionnaire used in 

Rounds One and Two was the Task Force on Developing Research in Educational 

Leadership report to Division A of the American Educational Research Association 

entitled What Do We Already Know About Successful School Leadership?  This report 

was authored by Kenneth Leithwood and Carolyn Riehl in the Spring of 2003.  In the 

document generated by the task force, six major claims regarding the contribution of 

leadership to student success in educational settings.  Four of these claims were used as a 

base for the leadership prompts presented to the members of the expert panel in Section 

One of the Delphi instrument used in the first and second rounds of this study.  These 

claims were that leadership has an important effect on student learning, a core set of 

leadership practices does exist, leaders must adapt to the accountability-oriented context 

in which they work, and that they must implement practices that are effective for 

reaching a diverse student population (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  Each of the twenty-

six questionnaire items from the first two rounds of this study fell into one of these 

research-based claims regarding leadership. 
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Section Two of the Delphi questionnaires was aimed at answering the third 

research question for this study.  This section asked respondents to provide open-ended 

feedback regarding campus-level leadership characteristics that they felt were of critical 

importance to student success and that had not been included in the first section of the 

questionnaire.  This section was left incomplete by eleven of the seventeen members of 

the expert panel who completed the Round One Questionnaire.  The seven responses to 

this Section from the first round of the Delphi were presented in Table 4 earlier in this 

chapter.  Each of these responses, as was confirmed by all of the members of the expert 

panel in Round Two of the Delphi study, indicated a concept that was connected to one 

of the original twenty-six items from Section One.  In some cases, the comments made 

by participants in Section Two were specific examples of broader leadership 

characteristics included in the original questionnaire.  Table 23 shows the 

correspondence between the comments made by participating principals and specific 

questions in Section One of the Delphi questionnaire.  In all but one case, at least four 

questions of the original leadership questionnaire pertained to the comment made by the 

participating principal.  In the one instance in which there was only one item on the 

original survey connected to the comment made by the member of the expert panel, the 

connection was very clear regarding hiring practices and managing the human resources 

of the organization. 
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TABLE 23.  Correspondence Between Section Two Questionnaire Comments and 
Section One Items from Round One  
Respondent Comment Regarding Omitted Leadership 

Characteristics 
Section One Items 
Corresponding to 

Comment 
6 Excellent Communicator - many administrators have 

the qualities listed above and can't translate them into 
action and communicate a clear vision to the staff 

1, 8, 20, 24, 25, 26 

11 The principal must actively monitor the student 
climate, the community climate, and the climate of 
the professional staff.  Student engagement is a piece 
that is gaining in focus, but it is long overdue.  Any 
student who wants to learn has more than ample 
opportunity despite the scope and sequence of 
curriculum and instructional delivery system.  
Building a culture of constructivist learning 
communities must precede extraordinary 
achievement.  Traditional methods ramped up in 
order to "cover" all the TEKS will have limited 
potential for bringing about desired results. 

4, 5, 11, 12, 13, 
19, 21, 22, 25 

13 The principal of a school where the success level is 
high always has an open door to listen and show an 
interest in all stakeholders in the school system. 

5, 12, 19, 25 

15 The campus principal together with staff, students, 
and parents make all of the above possible.  The 
principal alone will not make things happen.  All are 
important to reach maximum student success. 
 

5, 7, 19, 25, 26 

21 Safe orderly managed school.  Understanding that 
kids come first.  Able to work well with central 
admin and the board.  Clear expectations for kids and 
staff. 

7, 8, 15, 25 

24 CRITICAL TO STUDENT SUCCESS - Benchmark 
testing. Proper placing of teaching schedule. Hiring 
excellent teachers. Helping teachers grow.  Clinical 
supervision.  Positive reinforcement. TAKS 
incentives so TAKS is a valid assessment.  Visibility. 
 
 

2, 11, 17, 21, 22, 
25, 26 
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TABLE 23. Continued 
Respondent Comment Regarding Omitted Leadership 

Characteristics 
Section One Items 
Corresponding to 

Comment 
25 1.  Hire the best people.  2. Lead and support the best 

people. 3.  Strategically remove those people who are 
not the best people. 

17 

 

 

In Section Two of the Round Two Questionnaire, participants were presented 

with the comments made by other members of the expert panel regarding leadership 

characteristics which, in their opinion, had been left out of the original twenty-six 

questionnaire items.  In the second round, participating principals were asked to provide 

feedback regarding these Round One comments made by their peers.  Table 7, presented 

earlier in this chapter, shows the four comments made by principals in the section of the 

second round.  Two of these comments did not have to do with specific leadership 

characteristics at all.  The other two comments were easily connected to specific 

questions from Section One of the questionnaire.  Follow-up phone calls to participants 

who did not provide any feedback in this section resulted in confirmation that the 

participant felt the specific comments made in Section Two of Round One were merely 

restatements of leadership characteristics which had been encapsulated by the original 

twenty-six items.  Having analyzed the information obtained in Section Two from the 

first two rounds of the Delphi exercise, it was determined by the researcher that this 

section did not need to be represented in the Round Three Questionnaire which was sent 

to participants at the end of January 2007.   
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Based on the data obtained in Section Two of the first two rounds of the study, 

there was a clear consensus among the members of the expert panel that the leadership 

characteristics presented in the twenty-six items from Round One of the questionnaire 

represented a complete list.  Therefore, the answer to the third research question stated 

that there were not, in the opinion of the members of the expert panel, any leadership 

characteristics viewed as being critical to student success that have not already been 

identified by the existing research. 

 

Summary 

The data presented in this chapter was generated over the course of three rounds 

of a Delphi study of high-performing Texas high school principals in an effort to answer 

three research questions regarding leadership practices that positively affect student 

achievement.  Thirty principals were invited to participate in the study.  Seventeen 

principals completed the Round One Questionnaire and agreed to be members of the 

expert panel.  All but one of these principals completed the study.  There were three 

major findings of this study.  First, there seems to be agreement between the body of 

research on leadership and the viewpoint of successful practitioners as to which 

leadership characteristics are essential for student success.  Second, vision for goal 

achievement, response to diversity, and ethical practice head the list of critical leadership 

attributes for high school principals.  Third, leadership characteristics presented in the 

literature base are, at least in the opinion of the high-performing high school principals 

involved in this study, comprehensive and are not missing any major components for 
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student success. The next chapter will further analyze the importance of the data 

collected as well as present any relevant implications from the study.   
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents a summary of this study and the conclusions drawn from 

the data presented in Chapter IV.  There are five sections in this chapter: a summary of 

the study, a presentation of the major findings, implications for further study, 

recommendations, and conclusions.  

  

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to identify what leadership characteristics are most 

important to high school principals in improving school performance.  These leadership 

characteristics, derived from the research literature, were submitted to an expert panel of 

high school principals to evaluate their importance to successful practice.  By comparing 

this theoretical basis of leadership with the practical analysis of needed leadership 

characteristics performed by experts in the field, this study provided valuable insight into 

the necessities of principal training, practice, and continuing professional development.   

This study was designed to determine how well the leadership characteristics 

identified as having the greatest impact on student success by the literature matched up 

with those viewed as being important by successful school leaders.  The significance of a 

study of this nature can be useful for principals to improve their daily practice as 

building administrators.  Individuals already serving as building-level principals will be 
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able to take the findings of this study and use them to develop their own personalized 

plans for continuing professional development.  This study also has implications for 

principal training programs as well. Designers of these programs will certainly want to 

be sure that they include successful elements from both the theoretical and practical 

frames of reference. 

The research questions for this study were used to analyze principal leadership 

and its effect on student performance.  First, the degree to which the leadership 

characteristics presented in the literature matched the opinions of the sixteen 

participating high-performing Texas high school principals was examined.  Second, this 

study sought to determine which specific leadership characteristics were absolutely 

critical for student success in the high school setting as determined by the members of 

the expert panel.  Finally, the degree to which the research base completely identified a 

set of essential leadership characteristics was analyzed.  The data supporting these 

questions was presented in Chapter IV. 

The literature base with respect to leadership in educational settings was found to 

be quite extensive.  Chapter II of this document walked through this literature in great 

detail.   The study began by identifying the different types of leadership that are present 

in educational leaders.  These leadership types were determined to be instructional 

leadership, transformational leadership, contingent leadership, moral leadership, 

managerial leadership, and participative leadership (Leithwood & Duke 1999).  With an 

understanding of the basic types of leadership generally found in the school setting, the 

general themes of how campus-level leadership impacts student performance were 
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examined.  The 2003 report entitled What Do We Already Know About Successful 

School Leadership? released by the Task Force on Developing Research in Educational 

Leadership made several claims regarding the impact of school leadership on student 

learning (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  These claims were used to define a set of 

essential research-based leadership characteristics that would be used in the study.   

A modified Delphi procedure was chosen as the methodology for this study.  The 

reason for this choice was that Delphi provides an opportunity for a collaborative 

process without actually having to meet in a group or committee process which can be 

negatively impacted by issues such as member dominance, “follow the leader” 

mentality, or the exclusion or isolation of participants.  The expert panel for the Delphi 

study was made up of high-performing Texas high school principals.  The criteria used 

in the selection process were campus accountability ratings, school size, and principal 

tenure.   

The instrument used in this study was constructed from the overall themes 

present in the existing body of research on leadership.  Each of the twenty-six items in 

Section One of the questionnaires corresponded to leadership characteristics that were 

found to be supported by the existing body of literature for educational administration.  

Leithwood and Riehl’s claims (2003) regarding leadership’s contribution to student 

learning were used as an initial framework for the development of the instrument.  Items 

also corresponded to leadership standards for campus principals developed by agencies 

such as the Educational Leadership Constituent Council (as approved by the National 
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Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education), the Texas State Board of Educator 

Certification, and the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium. 

Thirty high school principals were originally invited to participate in Round One 

of the study in June of 2006.  Seventeen principals completed the Round One 

Questionnaire and agreed to participate in the study.  This response rate of fifty-seven 

percent yielded an acceptable number of participants for the study.  The questionnaire 

used in this round presented twenty-six research-based leadership characteristics in 

Section One to be rated by the participant on a Likert scale as to their importance for 

student success.  Section Two provided the principals an open-ended opportunity to give 

feedback as to the other leadership characteristics that they felt were of great importance 

to student success that had been omitted from the study in Section One. 

Round Two of the Delphi process began in October of 2006 after an analysis of 

the results obtained in the first round.  The Round Two Questionnaire was also divided 

into two sections.  In Section One, participants were able to view their answer to each 

question, the mean response rating generated by the entire panel, as well as the inter-

quartile range (IQR) for each item.  Participants were asked to consider the group data 

that they received and reevaluate their answer in light of the feedback from other 

participants.  In the case of items for which their individual response fell outside the 

IQR, members of the expert panel were asked to either change their answer to fall within 

the IQR or provide justification as to why they believed their answer to be appropriate.  

Section Two of the questionnaire reported the comments made in this section of the 

original questionnaire regarding omitted leadership characteristics from Section One.  
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Principals were asked to make any comments regarding the information presented or 

provide additional leadership characteristics that they felt were missing.  At the end of 

Round Two in January 2007, sixteen principals had returned their questionnaires to be 

included in the study.  As discussed in Chapter IV, the number of responses falling 

outside the original IQR was substantially less after Round Two than at the completion 

of Round One.  At this point, the panel of high-performing principals seemed to be well 

on its way to developing consensus regarding essential leadership characteristics for 

student success. 

The data from Round Two was analyzed and formulated into the instrument used 

in Round Three of the Delphi study which began on January 28, 2007.  This round only 

included one section containing eleven items.  These eleven items represented all of the 

items for which there remained responses falling outside of the inter-quartile range 

(IQR).  The justifications made in Round Two by members of the expert panel who 

chose for their answer to remain outside the IQR were presented for every participant to 

consider in making their final selection of a rating for each leadership characteristics.  

Only four participants chose to change their answer on one of the eleven items presented 

in this round.  All of the Round Three Questionnaires were completed and received by 

Wednesday, February 7, 2007.  Due to both the degree of consensus achieved by the 

members of the expert panel and the extremely small amount of variation in responses 

observed between the second and third round, it was determined that this would be the 

final round of the Delphi process.   

 



145 

 

Major Findings 

The findings of this study are centered around the major research questions that 

were presented at its outset.  First, there is agreement between the body of research on 

leadership and the viewpoint of successful practitioners as to which leadership 

characteristics are essential for student success.  Second, vision for goal achievement, 

response to diversity, and ethical practice head the list of critical leadership attributes for 

high school principals.  Third, leadership characteristics presented in the literature base 

are, at least in the opinion of the high-performing high school principals involved in this 

study, comprehensive and are not missing any major components for student success. 

Each of these major findings is discussed in the following section.   

It is commonly perceived that there is a gap (in the view of some this may even 

be described as a chasm) between theory and practice in education.  One of the most 

interesting aspects of this study, in the opinion of the researcher, is making a comparison 

between the theoretical and the practical.  It is this specific comparison that contributes 

to the overall significance of the study.  Principal preparation programs, while predicated 

on the theoretical, are designed to give their participants the skills that they need to be 

successful in the field.  This study was designed to provide feedback to those in charge 

of designing preparation programs regarding the perceptions of effective leadership 

practices shared by the realms of theory and practice.  An acknowledgement of the 

harmony that exists between these two entities represents the first major finding of this 

study. 
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One of the most compelling arguments for this finding is the level at which the 

principals rated each of the twenty-six items.  The scale that the items were rated on 

included categories of one (not necessary for student success), two (moderate 

importance for student success), three (average importance for student success), four 

(above average importance for student success), and five (critical importance for student 

success).  A major goal of the study was to determine which specific leadership 

characteristics are most necessary for student success.  However, an examination of the 

overall ratings is relevant in the case of this finding to illustrate the agreement between 

the viewpoints of the research and the practitioners.  This notion is related to the second 

major claim regarding the contribution of leadership to student learning presented in the 

Task Force on Developing Research in Educational Leadership’s report to the American 

Educational Research Association (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b).  The overall mean for 

all of the twenty-six items taken after Round Three was 4.445.  The fact that this statistic 

turned out almost half way between “above average importance for student success” and 

“critical importance for student success” indicates that the participating principals 

strongly agree with the leadership characteristics presented in the study.  This validation 

of specific leadership practices being of great importance across many different school 

settings and circumstances is strongly supported in the scholarly community (Bass, 

1997; Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach, 1999).  As mentioned earlier, the leadership 

characteristics incorporated into the twenty-six items found in Section One of the Delphi 

questionnaires were taken directly from the research base.  Therefore, the opinions of the 

successful practitioners seem to affirm the findings of the research base.  Further 
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evidence of this affirmation can be seen in that only five out of the 1,274 responses to 

the items in Section One through all three rounds were rated at a level below three 

indicating less than average importance for student success.  Of these five responses, 

three of them were made by the same participant on the same question in all three 

rounds. 

This finding is also supported by the responses (or lack thereof) of the principals 

in Section Two of the Delphi questionnaires from the first two rounds.  In Round One, 

only seven out of seventeen participants (forty-one percent) provided any feedback at all 

regarding aspects of leadership that were not represented in the original twenty-six 

items.  In Round Two, only four out of the sixteen participants (twenty-five percent) 

responded to the feedback in Section Two regarding missing leadership characteristics in 

the objective portion of the questionnaire which is illustrative of agreement between the 

principals and the research evidence presented by scholars such as Leithwood and Riehl 

(2003b).  Upon further analysis of the feedback provided in this section, it became 

apparent that the leadership characteristics added by the principals were not 

representative of new characteristics that were missing from the questionnaire.  In some 

cases, the new items listed by principals were specific examples of broader themes 

included in the twenty-six items, and, in others, the participants were merely 

commenting that the original list seemed to be comprehensive and complete.  Section 

Two of both the Round One and Round Two questionnaire is the portion of this study 

where a disagreement between the participating principals and the research-based 

leadership characteristics presented in the study would most likely have manifested itself 
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(another possibility is that the average means for the twenty-six research-based items 

would have been drastically lower than it turned out to be).   

In assessing the agreement between theory and practice, the information obtained 

from both the overall mean and the lack of input regarding missing leadership 

characteristics provides substantial evidence of agreement between the two.  This 

finding should be viewed as a serious validation of the research findings of scholars such 

as Leithwood, Riehl, and others.  This finding also lends credibility to the theoretical 

foundation included in most principal preparation programs.  An analysis of the 

individual leadership characteristics viewed by the principals to be of the greatest 

importance for student success will be presented in the next section. 

A second major finding of this study is the prioritization of the leadership 

characteristics by the participants.  The second research question for the study asked 

what leadership characteristics were the most essential for student success.  After each 

round of the Delphi study, an individual mean was calculated for each item.  The number 

of respondents (n) was seventeen, sixteen, and sixteen for Rounds One, Two, and Three 

respectively.  The items were then prioritized after each round according to their 

individual means to indicate which characteristics that the principals believed to be most 

essential.  At the conclusion of Round Three, three items (numbers one, ten, and twenty) 

had the same individual mean of 5.000 which reflecting unanimous ratings by the expert 

panel that they were of critical importance to student success.  Due to their position on 

top of the prioritized list, these three characteristics represent the most essential 

leadership attributes determined by this study.  The prompt in item number one stated, 
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“The campus principal develops a collective vision of the future that focuses, inspires, 

and sustains goal achievement efforts over time”.  This item was based on the notion 

having a clear vision helps members at every level of the organization motivate 

themselves and others toward achieving a set of common goals (Leithwood & Riehl, 

2003b; Hallinger & Heck, 2002; Lock, Latham & Eraz, 1988).  The principal’s efforts in 

this area can also increase organizational success by fostering an attitude among 

teachers, students, and parents that the organizational goals, while they may be perceived 

as challenging, are attainable through collective effort (Weick, 1995).  Item number ten, 

also rated with a mean response of 5.000, read, “the campus principal responds 

productively to the opportunities and challenges of educating diverse groups of 

students”.  The strong ratings on this item lend tremendous support to the findings 

regarding leadership presented in the research base.  Responding to the challenges of 

educating diverse groups of students is one of the major leadership claims presented in 

Leithwood and Riehls’s report for the Task Force on Developing Research in 

Educational Leadership (2003b).  This item was the only one of three items with a final 

mean of 5.000 that was not rated unanimously by members of the expert panel until the 

conclusion of the third round of the study.  Schools that have student populations hailing 

from diverse backgrounds are becoming more and more common across the state.  In 

their review of literature regarding leadership, Hallinger and Heck point out that 

leadership effects are magnified in environments where this is the case (1996).  

Principals who provide effective leadership in settings characterized by low 

socioeconomic status also have an increased impact on student performance (Andrews & 
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Soder, 1987; Rowan & Denk, 1984).  It is the hope of the researcher that the leadership 

characteristics identified in this study will aid both current and future school 

administrators.  The prompt for item number twenty stated, “the campus principal 

models integrity, fairness, and ethical behavior in all situations.  The foundation for this 

item was drawn from the professional standards for the principalship.  Ethical behavior 

is specifically cited as being of paramount importance in the standards developed by 

agencies such as the Educational Leadership Constituent Council (as approved by the 

National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education), the Texas State Board of 

Educator Certification, and the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium.  In 

addition to being mandated by educational governing agencies, ethical behavior impacts 

the manner in which the principal is viewed by members of the educational community 

such as teachers, students, parents, and fellow administrators.  This leadership 

characteristic acts as somewhat of an “umbrella clause” over many of the other qualities 

covered in the study. 

Another interesting analysis with respect to the prioritization of the leadership 

characteristics can be seen by examining the overall research-based claims (see Table 13 

in Chapter IV) regarding the contribution of leadership to student success (Leithwood & 

Riehl, 2003b).   The four claims used as a framework for the twenty-six original items 

were supported by the principals as they made their responses to the questionnaires.  The 

question of which claim, in the opinion of the members of the expert panel, provided the 

greatest contribution to student success was certainly worthy of examination.  Due to the 

fact that the different claims were represented by varying numbers of items on the 
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questionnaires (see Table 14 in Chapter IV), a method of weighting the responses was 

needed.  It was decided that a response weight would be given to each item based on its 

overall priority after Round Three of the study.  This response weight would be a whole 

number inversely related to an item’s final priority rating.  For example, an item that was 

rated with a priority of one would receive a response weight of twenty-six.  Conversely, 

an item rated with a priority of twenty-six would only receive a response weight of one.  

Next, the total response weight for each claim was calculated by summing the individual 

response weights for all of the questions falling within each of the four research-based 

claims.  Finally, an average response weight was calculated to provide for the varying 

number of items in each category by dividing the total response weight by the number of 

items.  This analysis proved that the second claim regarding the contribution of 

leadership to student success was most supported by the Delphi participants.  This claim 

stated, “A core set of leadership practices form the basics of successful leadership and 

are valuable in almost all educational contexts” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003b, p. 16).  The 

leadership practices described by this claim fall into three major categories of setting 

directions, developing people, and redesigning the organization (Leithwood, 1996; 

Conger & Kanungo, 1998; Hallinger & Heck, 1999).  Items corresponding to this claim 

occupied five of the top nine spots on the overall prioritized list of leadership 

characteristics generated by this study. 

A third major finding of the study has to do with the leadership characteristics 

found in the literature base for educational administration and determining if it is 

complete in its summary of what are the most essential tools for principals.  Earlier, it 
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was determined that the leadership practices presented in the research were in agreement 

with those viewed as being essential for student success by the high-performing 

principals who made up the expert panel for this Delphi study, but it is also important to 

ascertain whether or not there are tools that administrators need to be aware of that are 

not represented in the literature on educational administration.  As with the first major 

finding discussed above, it is Section Two of the Delphi questionnaires that sheds the 

most light on this issue.  The fact that there were no additional leadership characteristics 

pointed out by respondents in this section of the questionnaire affirms the conjecture that 

the administrative knowledge base does present a well-defined and comprehensive set of 

leadership practices.  These leadership practices are not specific to merely campus 

principals.  They can be applied by individuals providing leadership in the educational 

setting regardless of their official place in the organization. 

An analysis of the data collected in this study presents clear evidence of the 

strong ties regarding leadership beliefs between the research base and current school 

leaders.  The leadership characteristics included in these findings (visionary practices, 

ethical behavior, and responding to the needs of diverse student populations) are 

prevalent themes of the leadership work in the scholarly community.  Kenneth 

Leithwood and Carolyn Riehl’s work includes the importance of visionary practices and 

building powerful form of teaching and learning to meet the needs of diverse student 

populations (2003b).  Modeling integrity and making ethical decisions are included 

repeatedly in the state and national leadership standards for school principals from 

agencies such as the Educational Leadership Constituent Council (as approved by the 



153 

 

National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education), the Texas State Board of 

Educator Certification, and the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium.  This 

study, based on the findings of agreement between the research base and the beliefs of 

high-performing principals regarding leadership, empirically confirms the previously 

suspected link between theory and practice. 

 

Conclusions 

This study of high-performing Texas high school principals examined which 

leadership characteristics truly have the greatest impact on student performance.  Having 

completed the planning, data collection, and analysis phases, the following conclusions 

can be drawn: 

1. The existing research on leadership clearly identifies successful leadership 

practices that make meaningful contributions to student success. 

2. Communication of a vision for goal achievement, responding to the needs of 

diverse student groups, and maintaining ethical leadership practices are three 

of the most essential leadership characteristics. 

3. There are no leadership characteristics purported by high-performing 

principals that have not already been identified in existing research. 

These conclusions are clear after analyzing the data collected in this study.  Delphi 

offered an effective methodology that allowed the researcher to gather results without 

being hampered by distractions or other confounding variables. 
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Implications for Further Study 

The Delphi study conducted in this research project obtained information 

regarding the leadership practices and preferences of high-performing Texas high school 

principals.  At the conclusion of this study, the researcher submits the following as 

recommendations for further study: 

1. Varied Methodology – It would be interesting to observe how (if at all) 

the results regarding leadership practices of principals would vary if the 

methodology used to perform the study was of a purely quantitative 

nature using advanced statistical practices.  At the other end of the 

spectrum, a purely qualitative or narrative study would be interesting as 

well. 

2. Demographic Analysis – The results of this study represent the opinions 

of the identified participants based on specific selection criteria.  None of 

the criteria used for selection were based on specific demographic 

variables.  A study further analyzing the results of this Delphi exercise 

breaking down the participating principals’ responses according to 

various demographic variables might yield compelling results. 

3. Other Leaders – A clear theme in existing research is that principals are 

not the only members of educational organizations who provide 

leadership that affects student performance.  It would be useful to have 

the results of Delphi studies utilizing the same instrument with expert 
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panels made up high-performing teachers, assistant principals, central 

office personnel, or superintendents. 

4. Random Sample – This study used a carefully selected expert panel.  

Further study could draw comparisons between the findings of this study 

and of another Delphi study using the same instrumentation with a 

randomly selected panel of principals. 

5. National Sample – This study was based in Texas and is, therefore, only 

generalizable to Texas high school principals.  How would the results of a 

national study differ from this one? 

6. Turnaround Study – The result of this study were obtained from 

established high school principals with a pattern of excellence in their 

current assignments.  It might be worthwhile to assess the beliefs 

regarding leadership of principals who have recently taken over low-

performing campuses and implemented initiatives that have yielded 

student success.  Years of administrative experience might truly prove to 

be an interesting variable in this study. 

7. Third Person Study – The Delphi exercise in this research project 

obtained results by directly asking the individuals in leadership positions 

about their leadership practices and beliefs.  It would be intriguing to 

study the same practices and beliefs from the angle of someone who has 

had the opportunity to observe high-performing high school principals 

rather than from the individuals themselves. 
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Recommendations 

The study is significant in that it provides principals (both current and future) 

with findings regarding successful leadership practices that they can either refine in their 

current practice or add to their leadership repertoire through experience and professional 

development.  This study also has implications for principal preparation programs to 

consider.  The leadership practices identified by successful principals are worthy of 

continued study and discussion as practitioners prepare for the challenges that await 

them in the front office.  In light of the aforementioned significance, the researcher 

would like to make the following recommendations: 

 

1. School district officials need to make a commitment to developing, refining, 

and refreshing leadership practices by providing time, resources, and a forum 

for leadership development activities to occur.  This may be done through 

either formal or informal procedures ranging from whole-group professional 

development to administrative conversation partners scheduling regular time 

to discuss leadership practices. 

2. Educational leaders, whether they are occupying formal administrative roles 

such as the principalship or not, need to devote conscious time and effort to 

thinking about leadership.  Reflective practice is an invaluable habit for 

anyone in an organization.  Evaluating achievement of personal goals, 

reading professional articles, and journaling are wonderful examples of how 
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an educator (ranging from the campus secretary to the district superintendent) 

can seek to constantly improve his or her professional practice. 

3. Principal preparation programs must make a commitment to develop 

principals who understand the components of leadership.  Most graduate 

programs offer survey courses on subjects such as leadership and 

organizational theory.  However, it would be useful if preparation programs 

offered seminar-type courses where students could delve deeply into cutting-

edge research on successful leadership models and practices.  This practice 

could be followed by structured dialogue to help the students truly 

comprehend what an impact leadership can have on student performance.  It 

would be especially useful if these leadership seminars included a field-based 

component in which some of the dialogues took place between students and 

individuals currently occupying the role of principal. 

4. The Texas Education Agency and State Board of Educator Certification 

should cooperatively develop a principal mentor program.  Many districts 

have administrative mentor programs in place, but mandating such a program 

would allow all new principals to receive the benefits associated with having 

a seasoned mentor.  School districts and universities all across the nation 

have recognized the crisis that exists due to the inability to retain quality 

teachers and have developed (in spite of the costs involved) elaborate 

mentoring programs to keep teachers in the profession.  In light of this, the 

state would do well to recognize that a similar crisis may very well be 
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developing in the ranks of school administration.  A mentoring program 

would be an effective step toward alleviating the stress placed on educational 

organizations (and, by extension, on students) when high rates of principal 

turnover exist. 

 

It is apparent that leadership has a meaningful impact on student performance 

and success.  Paying attention to the leadership practices of principals and other 

individuals who exercise influence in the area of instructional leadership in today’s 

schools is of paramount importance to the continued success of the American 

educational system.  Taking the time to understand what the research base has to say 

regarding leadership and implementing those concepts into daily practice will provide 

principals with the opportunity and ability to affect meaningful change in the lives of 

students, staff, and community members for many years to come. 
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Bryan Independent School District 
1901 E. Villa Maria, Bryan TX 77803 
(979) 209-2700 � Fax (979) 209-2704 
David E. Young, Director of Alternative and Accelerated Instruction 
 

 
May 29, 2006 

Participant Name 
_______ High School 
Participant Address 
 
Dear ______, 
 
My name is David Young.  I am the Director of Alternative and Accelerated Instruction 
for Bryan Independent School District.  I would like to invite you to participate in a 
research study regarding successful leadership practices. 
 
Strong campus level leadership is a critical factor for positively impacting student 
success.  High school principals are faced with challenges in many different arenas each 
and every day including budgeting, managing personnel, guiding the instructional 
program, working with teachers and students, and being an ambassador for the 
organization in the community in which they work.  These challenges demand effective 
leadership practices. 
 
I am extremely interested in which leadership characteristics most positively affect 
student performance in Texas High Schools.  As a part of my dissertation, I am 
conducting a study of the leadership characteristics employed by highly successful Texas 
High School Principals.  Through a collaborative process with the Texas Association of 
Secondary School Principals, you have been selected as a potential participant in the 
study.  The time commitment on your part will be minimal, but I believe that we can 
truly add value to both our own professional development as well as university principal 
preparation programs by collecting data regarding leadership. 
 
The study will utilize the Delphi procedure.  This process uses a panel of experts to 
arrive at a group consensus without actually meeting together as a group.  Over the 
course of four rounds (possibly five), you will provide input into which leadership 
practices are of critical importance to principals.  In Round One, you will be presented 
with a survey regarding research-based leadership practices and their relevance to 
increasing student performance.  The second and subsequent rounds will be aimed at 
developing a consensus between the members of the panel.  Each survey should not 
exceed twenty minutes. I sincerely hope that you will be willing to participate.   
 



177 

 

I know that there is a never a good time to make one more time commitment, but I 
believe this study can have a meaningful impact on Texas high school students.  Thank 
you for your consideration of this project. 
 
 

 
David Young 
Principal Investigator 
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INFORMATION SHEET 
 

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP CHARACTERISTICS FOR STUDENT PERFORMANCE AS 
PERCEIVED BY HIGH-PERFORMING TEXAS HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPALS: A DELPHI 

STUDY 
 
As a selected, outstanding, high-performing principal, you understand the following regarding 
this study: 

• The purpose of this study is to determine what educational leadership characteristics are 
of critical importance to student success. 

• This study is part of a dissertation being done to partially fulfill requirements for the 
principal investigator to receive an advanced degree. 

• Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  Participants also have the right 
to drop out of the study at any time once it has begun. 

• As a participant in this study, you are one of 30 high-performing Texas 4A or 5A High 
School Principals.  You were selected for possible participation by the principal 
investigator through a collaborative process with the Texas Association of Secondary 
School Principals. 

• Participation in this study is anonymous.  The principal investigator’s private records 
will be the only place where participant identifying information will be kept.  These 
records will be destroyed when the study is completed.  Participants will have no way 
of knowing who the other participants in the study are. 

• The only risks or potential discomforts associated with this study are in the area of time 
management.  Participation will require a minimum amount of time on your part.  
While every effort has been made on the part of the principal investigator to streamline 
the questionnaire for each round of the Delphi study, you as the participant will be 
making a commitment of your time to participate in the study.   

• You will not be compensated for your participation in this study. 
• The benefits of this study are improved opportunities for Texas High School students. 
• Your time commitment should be no more than twenty minutes for each of the four 

questionnaires.  These questionnaires will require you to respond to statements 
regarding principal leadership characteristics and their importance to student success.  
There will also be 1 open-ended question on the first questionnaire.   

• The time period will be no more than 8 weeks and will begin June 1st, 2006. 
• I hope that you will participate throughout the entire project, but you are free to 

withdraw at any time. 
• This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board – Human 

Subjects in Research, Texas A&M University.  For research-related problems or 
questions regarding subjects’ rights, you can contact the Institutional Review Board 
through Ms. Angela Raines, Director of Research Compliance, Office of the Vice 
President for Research at (979)458-4067, araines@vprmail.tamu.edu 

• Questions regarding participation in the study, research instruments, or any other facet 
of the study should be directed to : 

David Young 
(979)209-2785 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
Principal Investigator 

John Hoyle 
(979)845-2748 
jhoyle@tamu.edu 
Doctoral Committee Chair 
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Effective Leadership for Student Performance 

Delphi Study – Round One 
 

Part One: Leadership has an impact on the performance of students in any school.  
Please respond to the following statements regarding leadership practices and their 
importance to positive student performance by placing the number corresponding to your 
belief in the answer blank.  Use the following scale as a basis for your answer to each 
question: 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

1. The campus principal develops a collective vision of the future that focuses, 
inspires, and sustains goal achievement efforts over time.  

 

2. The campus principal endorses visions of exemplary instructional practices.  
 

3. The campus principal develops people through intellectual stimulation, 
promotion, and support of those engaged in meaningful change.  

 

4. The campus principal views the school as a professional learning community 
embedded within a local context.  

 

5. The campus principal develops and strengthens school culture.  
 

6. The campus principal modifies organizational structures (assignments, allocation 
of resources, and procedures) to create optimal conditions for learning and 
teaching.  

 

7. The campus principal builds collaborative processes.  
 

8. The campus principal manages the environment. 
 

9. The campus principal responds proactively to challenges and opportunities 
created by the accountability-oriented policy context in which they work.  

 

10. The campus principal responds productively to the opportunities and challenges 
of educating diverse groups of students.  

 

11. The campus principal builds powerful forms of teaching and learning.  
 

12. The campus principal creates strong communities in schools.  
 

13. The campus principal expands students’ social capital valued by schools.  
 

14. The campus principal nurtures the development of families’ educational cultures.  
 

15. The campus principal influences student learning by supporting teacher efforts to 
achieve high expectations for student learning.  

 

            1                    2           3                    4    5 
 
 
 
 
  Not Necessary                       Moderate Importance                            Average Importance                        Above Average Importance              Critical Importance 
For Student Success                  For Student Success                            For Student Success                               For Student Success                   For Student Success 
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16. The campus principal devotes a great deal of time and energy to the school 
improvement process.  

 

17. The campus principal promotes student achievement through the effective 
management of the school’s human, financial, and physical resources. 

 

18. The campus principal continuously seeks out new available resources for the 
enhancement of student learning.  

 

19. The campus principal interacts with the entire community within which his or her 
organization is located by becoming knowledgeable of, responsive to, engaged in 
the larger social, economic, legal and cultural contexts of the community. 

 

20. The campus principal models integrity, fairness, and ethical behavior in all 
situations. 

 

21. The campus principal consistently supervises instructional practices throughout 
the entire school and is knowledgeable enough regarding curriculum and 
instruction to provide meaningful feedback to teachers. 

 

22. The campus principal’s top priority is protecting instructional time.  

23. The campus principal supports teachers and regularly provides them with 
incentives. 

 

24. The campus principal chooses meaningful professional development activities 
for his or her staff and participates in them when they are presented. 

 

25. The campus principal maintains a high degree of visibility to staff, students, 
parents, and other members of the community. 

 
26. The campus principal strives to build the leadership capacity of those around 

them (teachers, students, parents, etc…). 
 
Part Two: Please use the space below to provide any additional campus-level leadership 
characteristics not presented in the questions above that you feel are of critical 
importance to student success. 
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Survey Participation Preference Form 
 
It is my goal for participation in this study to be as effortless on your part as possible.  
There are two methods by which you can complete your surveys: hard copies sent back 
and forth through the mail or electronically through email.  Please indicate your 
preference below: 
 
_____ I would like to participate electronically.  Please send all future correspondence 

to me at the following email address: ____________________________ 
 
_____ I would like to participate via hard copy through the mail. 
 
_____ I do not wish to participate in the research study at all. 
 
* Please return this form in the enclosed self-addressed stamped envelope along 

with your completed Round One Survey.  If you would like to complete Round One 
electronically, please email me at dyoung@bryanisd.org and I will send you an 
electronic version of the survey. 
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Friday, June 02, 2006 
Message 
 
From:  David Young 
Subject:  Principal Leadership Research Study 
 
Bcc:  all twenty-nine potential participants listed individually 
 
Dear Principal, 
 
On Tuesday, I placed a research packet in the mail to you at your school address.  I hope 
that you have received it by now.  I am currently working on my dissertation at Texas 
A&M and am requesting your assistance in gathering data regarding successful 
leadership practices.  I hope that you will examine the materials and choose to 
participate in the study.  I have attached a copy of the survey instrument for the first 
round of the study to this email.  If you would like to fill it out electronically and return 
it to me via email rather than the self-addressed stamped envelope in your packet, please 
feel free to do so. If you have any questions about the survey, please do not hesitate to 
contact me at either (979)209-2785 or (979)255-5071. 
 
Thank you for your assistance. 
 
David Young 
Bryan ISD 
Director of Alternative and Accelerated Education 
1901 Villa Maria RD 
Bryan, TX 77803 
Phone - (979) 209-2785  Fax - (979) 209-2704 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
 
•  This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board – 
Human Subjects in Research, Texas A&M University.  For research-related problems or 
questions regarding subjects’ rights, you can contact the Institutional Review Board 
through Ms. Angela Raines, Director of Research Compliance, Office of the Vice 
President for Research at (979)458-4067, araines@vprmail.tamu.edu 
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2ND FOLLOW-UP EMAIL FOR ROUND ONE PARTICIPATION 
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Monday, June 19, 2006 
Message 
 
From:  David Young 
Subject:  Principal Leadership Research Study 
 
Bcc:  all potential participants not having already submitted listed individually 
 
 
Dear Principal, 
 
I recently mailed a research packet to your school address requesting your participation 
in a study regarding the leadership characteristics of high-performing Texas high school 
principals.  This study is a part of my dissertation requirement at Texas A&M 
University.  Obtaining the input of principals across the state is vital to the study.  You 
were chosen as 1 of 30 possible participants due to your school's exemplary or 
recognized status.  I hope that you will choose to participate.  I have attached a copy of 
the survey instrument to this email (as well as info sheet required by A&M).  Please feel 
free to fill it out electronically and email it back to me or you may mail it back in the 
self-addressed stamped envelope that you received with the original packet.   
 
Thank you for your assistance with this project.  If you have already mailed back your 
survey, please disregard this email. 
 
David Young 
Bryan ISD 
Director of Alternative and Accelerated Education 
1901 Villa Maria RD 
Bryan, TX 77803 
Phone - (979) 209-2785  Fax - (979) 209-2704 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
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Bryan Independent School District 
1901 E. Villa Maria, Bryan TX 77803 
(979) 209-2700 � Fax (979) 209-2704 
David E. Young, Director of Alternative and Accelerated Instruction 
 

October 9, 2006 
Participating Principal 
________ High School 
Participant Address 
 
Dear ______, 
 
In June you received a survey regarding successful leadership practices of high-
performing Texas High School Principals.  Thank you for taking the time to complete 
the survey and for agreeing to participate in the study.  I apologize for the delay before 
moving on to the next round of the study, but I wanted to give everyone ample time to 
respond to the survey 
 
As stated in the previous correspondence regarding the study, we will be utilizing the 
Delphi procedure to develop consensus regarding what are the most critical leadership 
characteristics for principals to utilize in order to maximize student success.  A Delphi 
study utilizes an expert panel (of which you have agreed to be a member) to provide 
input and develop consensus over the course of several rounds of communication 
regarding the research topic.  We are currently in the second round which will allow us 
to begin to move toward a consensus as to which leadership characteristics on the part of 
a campus principal are absolutely critical to student success. 
 
Included in this mailing, you will find a table containing your responses to the questions 
in Round One, the mean responses for the panel, and the response categories making up 
the inter-quartile range (responses falling between the 25th and 75th percentiles for the 
entire data set). 
 
For each question on the survey, please note whether or not your response falls within 
the inter-quartile range (IQR).  If your response does fall within the IQR, then you do 
not need to do anything and may move on to the next question.  If your response does 
not fall within the IQR, then please take one of the following two actions:  
 

1) Revise your original response based on the group feedback of the entire panel so 
that it does fall within the IQR.  If you choose this option, please enter your new 
response in the column entitled “Change”. 

- or - 
2) Maintain your original response and provide written justification for why you 

believe it to be an appropriate response for that particular item on the Response 
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Justification Form.  Your written justification will be made available to the group 
in Round 3 for their consideration.  

 
Revisiting the original survey responses in this manner will allow the entire panel to 
move toward consensus on the items in this and any subsequent rounds of the Delphi 
procedure.  Please remember that only the items for which your original response fell 
outside the IQR require action on your part. 
 
At the end of the survey you will find a listing of all of the responses to the open-ended 
portion of the original survey.  Please provide any feedback on these items in the space 
provided.  If you feel that any of these responses do not fall under umbrella of the 
leadership characteristics presented in items #1-26, please indicate this in the same 
space. 
 
It is my hope that this round of the study will not require a great deal of time on your 
part.  The feedback of each member of the panel is incredibly important.  I am excited 
about the study, and I am looking forward to sharing the results with you.  Please 
complete this round and return it to me by Friday, October 20th. 
 
If you have any questions or if I can be of any assistance to you during this round, please 
do not hesitate to call me at (979) 255-5071.  Thank you once again for your 
participation. 
 

 
David Young 
Principal Investigator 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
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Effective Leadership for Student Performance 
Delphi Study – Round Two 

 
Directions: Below you will find a table illustrating your individual responses and the overall 
group responses to the 26 objective items presented in Round One of the Delphi Study.  For each 
question, note whether your response was within the inter-quartile range.  If so, no action is 
required.  If not, you need to either enter a new response in the “Change” column or justify your 
original response in the space below the table. (A copy of the original survey questions can be 
found on the back of this page) 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
Item 

# 
Original 
Response 

Group 
Mean 

Inter-Quartile 
Range (IQR) 

Was your original 
response inside the IQR? 

Change (if 
necessary) 

1 5 4.71 5 to 5 inside  
2 4 4.59 4 to 5 inside  
3 4 4.35 4 to 5 inside  
4 5 4.41 4 to 5 inside  
5 5 4.71 4 to 5 inside  
6 4 4.47 4 to 5 inside  
7 4 4.18 4 to 5 inside  
8 4 4.12 4 to 5 inside  
9 5 4.47 4 to 5 inside  

10 3 4.76 5 to 5 outside  
11 4 4.18 4 to 5 inside  
12 3 3.94 3 to 4 inside  
13 3 3.59 3 to 4 inside  
14 3 3.71 3 to 4 inside  
15 4 4.71 4 to 5 inside  
16 4 4.29 4 to 5 inside  
17 4 4.59 4 to 5 inside  
18 3 4.24 4 to 5 outside  
19 4 3.94 4 to 4 inside  
20 4 4.71 5 to 5 outside  
21 3 4.53 4 to 5 outside  
22 4 4.18 4 to 5 inside  
23 4 4 4 to 4 inside  
24 4 4.24 4 to 5 inside  
25 4 4.82 5 to 5 outside  
26 5 4.53 4 to 5 inside  

 
Your response to the following questions was outside the inter-quartile range: 

10, 18, 20, 21, 25 

            1                    2           3                    4    5 
 
 
 
 
  Not Necessary                       Moderate Importance                            Average Importance                        Above Average Importance              Critical Importance 
For Student Success                  For Student Success                            For Student Success                               For Student Success                   For Student Success 
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Original Survey Questions from Round One 
 

1.  The campus principal develops a collective vision of the future that focuses, inspires, and sustains 
goal achievement efforts over time.  

2.  The campus principal endorses visions of exemplary instructional practices.  
3.  The campus principal develops people through intellectual stimulation, promotion, and support of 

those engaged in meaningful change.  
4.  The campus principal views the school as a professional learning community embedded within a 

local context.  
5.  The campus principal develops and strengthens school culture.  
6.  The campus principal modifies organizational structures (assignments, allocation of resources, 

and procedures) to create optimal conditions for learning and teaching.  
7.  The campus principal builds collaborative processes.  
8.  The campus principal manages the environment. 
9.  The campus principal responds proactively to challenges and opportunities created by the 

accountability-oriented policy context in which they work.  
10.  The campus principal responds productively to the opportunities and challenges of educating 

diverse groups of students.  
11.  The campus principal builds powerful forms of teaching and learning.  
12.  The campus principal creates strong communities in schools.  
13.  The campus principal expands students’ social capital valued by schools.  
14.  The campus principal nurtures the development of families’ educational cultures.  
15.  The campus principal influences student learning by supporting teacher efforts to achieve high 

expectations for student learning.  
16.  The campus principal devotes a great deal of time and energy to the school improvement 

process.  
17.  The campus principal promotes student achievement through the effective management of the 

school’s human, financial, and physical resources. 
18.  The campus principal continuously seeks out new available resources for the enhancement of 

student learning.  
19.  The campus principal interacts with the entire community within which his or her organization is 

located by becoming knowledgeable of, responsive to, engaged in the larger social, economic, 
legal and cultural contexts of the community. 

20.  The campus principal models integrity, fairness, and ethical behavior in all situations. 
21.  The campus principal consistently supervises instructional practices throughout the entire school 

and is knowledgeable enough regarding curriculum and instruction to provide meaningful 
feedback to teachers. 

22.  The campus principal’s top priority is protecting instructional time.  
23.  The campus principal supports teachers and regularly provides them with incentives. 
24.  The campus principal chooses meaningful professional development activities for his or her staff 

and participates in them when they are presented. 
25.  The campus principal maintains a high degree of visibility to staff, students, parents, and other 

members of the community. 
26.  The campus principal strives to build the leadership capacity of those around them (teachers, 

students, parents, etc…). 
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Response Justification Form 
 

Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Item # ____  Original Response ______   Justification of Response:  _____________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Additional Leadership Characteristics from Section 2 of Round One 
 
Directions: The following is a list of responses to the open-ended section of the original 
survey.  Respondents were asked to provide any additional campus-level leadership 
characteristics not presented in the objective questions of the Round One Survey that 
they felt are of critical importance to student success. 
 
Use the space provided to make any comments regarding these responses and their 
relationship to the leadership characteristics presented in the original objective survey 
items. 
 

• Excellent Communicator - many administrators have the qualities listed above and can't 
translate them into action and communicate a clear vision to the staff 

• The principal must actively monitor the student climate, the community climate, and the 
climate of the professional staff.  Student engagement is a piece that is gaining in focus, 
but it is long overdue.  Any student who wants to learn has more than ample opportunity 
despite the scope and sequence of curriculum and instructional delivery system.  
Building a culture of constructivist learning communities must precede extraordinary 
achievement.  Traditional methods ramped up in order to "cover" all the TEKS will have 
limited potential for bringing about desired results. 

• The campus principal together with staff, students, and parents make all of the above 
possible.  The principal alone will not make things happen.  All are important to reach 
maximum student success. 

• CRITICAL TO STUDENT SUCCESS - Benchmark testing. Proper placing of teaching 
schedule. Hiring excellent teachers. Helping teachers grow.  Clinical supervision.  
Positive reinforcement. TAKS incentives so TAKS is a valid assessment.  Visibility  

• 1.  Hire the best people.  2.  Lead and support the best people. 3.  Strategically remove 
those people who are not the best people. 

• The principal of a school where the success level is high always has an open door to 
listen and show an interest in all stakeholders in the school system. 

• Safe and orderly managed school.  Understanding that kids come first.  Able to work 
well with central admin and the board.  Clear expectations for kids and staff.   
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INFORMATION SHEET 
 

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP CHARACTERISTICS FOR STUDENT PERFORMANCE AS 
PERCEIVED BY HIGH-PERFORMING TEXAS HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPALS: A DELPHI 

STUDY 
 
As a selected, outstanding, high-performing principal, you understand the following regarding 
this study: 

• The purpose of this study is to determine what educational leadership characteristics are 
of critical importance to student success. 

• This study is part of a dissertation being done to partially fulfill requirements for the 
principal investigator to receive an advanced degree. 

• Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  Participants also have the right 
to drop out of the study at any time once it has begun. 

• As a participant in this study, you are one of 30 high-performing Texas 4A or 5A High 
School Principals.  You were selected for possible participation by the principal 
investigator through a collaborative process with the Texas Association of Secondary 
School Principals. 

• Participation in this study is anonymous.  The principal investigator’s private records 
will be the only place where participant identifying information will be kept.  These 
records will be destroyed when the study is completed.  Participants will have no way 
of knowing who the other participants in the study are. 

• The only risks or potential discomforts associated with this study are in the area of time 
management.  Participation will require a minimum amount of time on your part.  
While every effort has been made on the part of the principal investigator to streamline 
the questionnaire for each round of the Delphi study, you as the participant will be 
making a commitment of your time to participate in the study.   

• You will not be compensated for your participation in this study. 
• The benefits of this study are improved opportunities for Texas High School students. 
• Your time commitment should be no more than twenty minutes for each of the four 

questionnaires.  These questionnaires will require you to respond to statements 
regarding principal leadership characteristics and their importance to student success.  
There will also be 1 open-ended question on the first questionnaire.   

• The time period will be no more than 8 weeks and will begin June 1st, 2006. 
• I hope that you will participate throughout the entire project, but you are free to 

withdraw at any time. 
• This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board – Human 

Subjects in Research, Texas A&M University.  For research-related problems or 
questions regarding subjects’ rights, you can contact the Institutional Review Board 
through Ms. Angela Raines, Director of Research Compliance, Office of the Vice 
President for Research at (979)458-4067, araines@vprmail.tamu.edu 

• Questions regarding participation in the study, research instruments, or any other facet 
of the study should be directed to : 

David Young 
(979)209-2785 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
Principal Investigator 

John Hoyle 
(979)845-2748 
jhoyle@tamu.edu 
Doctoral Committee Chair 
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Sunday, January 7, 2007 
Message 
 
From:  David Young 
Subject:  Principal Leadership Research Study 
 
To:  Participating Principal  
 
Dear _______, 
 
I would like to thank you once again for agreeing to be a member of my expert panel of 
high performing Texas high school principals.   I am continuing to work diligently on 
my doctoral dissertation studying successful school leadership and hope to graduate this 
May. 
 
In October, I sent you the materials for Round 2 of the leadership study.  This expert 
panel only consists of 17 members due to the high standards used to identify 
participants.  While using such selective criteria will yield the most reliable results, it is 
critical that all participants respond in each round.  I truly need your input in order to 
be able to complete the study.  I have attached all of the necessary materials to this email 
to complete round 2 of the study.  If you could please complete the round 2 
questionnaire and email it back to me as soon as possible I would greatly appreciate it.  
I know that you are busy, but I thank you very much for agreeing to assist me with this 
project.  I do not think that round 2's survey should require very much of your time to 
complete.  Your prompt response will help ensure my being able to meet timelines for 
completion and graduation in May. 
 
The files attached to this email include another copy of the October letter detailing the 
procedure for completing the round 2 questionnaire (please read this first for important 
instructions), a research project information sheet, and the round 2 questionnaire itself. 
 
Thanks again for your participation. 
 
David Young 
Bryan ISD 
Director of Alternative and Accelerated Education 
1901 Villa Maria RD 
Bryan, TX 77803 
Phone - (979) 209-2785  Fax - (979) 209-2704 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
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2ND FOLLOW-UP EMAIL FOR ROUND TWO PARTICIPANTS 
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Tuesday, January 23, 2007 
Message 
 
From:  David Young 
Subject:  Principal Leadership Research Study 
 
To:  Participating Principal  
 
_____, 
 
I just left a message on your voicemail.  I wanted to go ahead and send an email so that 
you would know what I am calling about.  I would like to thank you for participating in 
my leadership research study for my dissertation.  I was calling about the second survey 
I sent you in October.  I was just following up to see if I could get responses from you 
over the phone.  There are 13 items that I need to ask you about (#'s 1, 2, 3, 4, 7,12, 13, 
14, 19, 21, 22, 24 and 26 on the attached survey instrument).  I need to know whether 
you would like to change your answers to fall within the inter-quartile range of the entire 
panel or provide justification for not changing you answer that the entire group will 
consider.  If you would prefer to make your changes/justifications on the attached form 
and email it back, that would be fine.  You may also call me (979-255-5071) and I will 
record our responses in a copy of the survey instrument.  I am pretty under the gun to get 
responses in so that I can be able to meet Spring graduation timelines. 
 
Thanks for your assistance. 
 
David Young 
Bryan ISD 
Director of Alternative and Accelerated Education 
1901 Villa Maria RD 
Bryan, TX 77803 
Phone - (979) 209-2785  Fax - (979) 209-2704 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
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Bryan Independent School District 
1901 E. Villa Maria, Bryan TX 77803 
(979) 209-2700 � Fax (979) 209-2704 
David E. Young, Director of Alternative and Accelerated Instruction 
 

January 29, 2007 
Participating Principal 
__________ High School 
School Address 
 
Dear _____, 
 
Thank you for taking the time to participate in the research study associated with my dissertation 
on successful leadership practices.  Enclosed you will find the Round Three questionnaire for the 
Delphi Study of high-performing Texas high school principals. 
 
With two rounds already completed, we are very near to developing consensus on all of the 
items.  In fact, fifteen of the twenty-six Round One items now have all respondents’ answers 
falling within the original inter-quartile range.  The enclosed questionnaire presents the eleven 
remaining items around which there is still some debate. 
 
You have been presented all eleven items for final consideration whether your response is within 
the inter-quartile range (IQR) or not.  The reason for this is that you need to hear the reasoning 
from those who chose to stay outside the IQR before you make your final decision. 
 
Please read each question and examine the corresponding statistics for the item.  You will also 
find the comments from the original responses falling outside the inter-quartile range.  If you 
wish for your answer to remain the same, please select no and proceed to the next item.  If 
you wish to change your answer, select yes and then select the new rating that corresponds 
with your answer (1-5). 
 
This should be the final round of the study.  I will send you a summary of the data and research 
findings when the project is completed.  Thank you once again for your participation. 
 
Please complete the questionnaire and return it to me by mail, fax (979-209-2704), 
telephone (979-255-5071), or email (dyoung@bryanisd.org) by Friday, February 9, 2007.  
 
 

 
David Young 
Principal Investigator 
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Effective Leadership for Student Performance 
Delphi Study – Round Three 

 
Directions: Presented below is a list of the eleven questions from the original leadership survey 
as well as the information associated with your responses from Rounds One and Two regarding 
these items.  After reading the prompt and the justification for answers outside the inter-quartile 
range (IQR) given by members of the expert panel, click on the grey box(es) to either change 
your answer or leave it as is. 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
23.  The campus principal supports teachers and regularly provides them with incentives. 
Inter-Quartile 

Range 4 to 4 Mean 
Response 3.9375 Your Response 4 

In Round Two, 4 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• Any time the principal is able to do anything for the teachers (from merely a pat on the back to 
small bonuses such as donated gift cards from area merchants); it goes a long way toward making 
the teachers feel better. This, in turn makes the teachers happier in the classroom for their 
students.  (Rating: 5) 

• Especially at a large HS where we delegate responsibility.  The principal’s job is to be a 
cheerleader and give teachers the resources they need to be successful.  (Rating: 5) 

• I disagree with the incentives piece of this prompt.  I am not an incentive-oriented person.  I 
support, but I do not do it through the use of incentives. (Rating: 2) 

• I strongly support teachers, but I can't provide them with incentives.  (Rating: 3) 
 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 
 
 

 

24.  The campus principal chooses meaningful professional development activities for his or her staff 
and participates in them when they are presented. 

Inter-Quartile 
Range 4 to 5 Mean 

Response 4.3125 Your Response 5 

In Round Two, 2 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• The district chooses staff development for my campus.  I would love more input on what my staff 
is exposed to.  (Rating: 3) 

• Formal staff development activities do not have a great impact on student performance.  (Rating: 
3) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 

            1                    2           3                    4    5 
 
 
 
 
  Not Necessary                       Moderate Importance                            Average Importance                        Above Average Importance              Critical Importance 
For Student Success                  For Student Success                            For Student Success                               For Student Success                   For Student Success 
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19.  The campus principal interacts with the entire community within which his or her organization 

is located by becoming knowledgeable of, responsive to, engaged in the larger social, economic, 
legal and cultural contexts of the community. 

Inter-Quartile 
Range 4 to 4 Mean 

Response 4.0625 Your Response 4 

In Round Two, 3 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• Many may think that this is not their responsibility because it is something that they do not have 
any control over.  However, principals must try to affect the community to establish a sense of 
environmental legitimacy within their community.  Perception of schools in the community is 
more important than anything else.  (Rating: 5) 

• The more you know about the culture of the community around you and build a relationship with 
them; the more successful you will be with the children that they send to you (also builds 
relationship with parents).  (Rating: 5) 

• I believe those things are important, but I question to what extent they impact student success.  
What happens within the school has more of an impact.  (Rating: 3) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 

 
 
 

12.  The campus principal creates strong communities in schools. 
Inter-Quartile 

Range 3 to 4 Mean 
Response 3.875 Your Response 4 

In Round Two, 2 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• Focusing on departmental integrity and structure.  Each must understand the mission that each 
constituent group (department) has to the whole.  (Rating: 5) 

• Principal develops a strong community in schools.  As proven to be successful in such as Adlai 
Stevenson High School in Chicago.  (Rating: 5) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 

 
 
 

10.  The campus principal responds productively to the opportunities and challenges of educating 
diverse groups of students. 

Inter-Quartile 
Range 5 to 5 Mean 

Response 4.9375 Your Response 5 

In Round Two, 1 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• very important but not the highest level (Rating: 4) 
 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 
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13.  The campus principal expands students’ social capital valued by schools. 
Inter-Quartile 

Range 3 to 4 Mean 
Response 3.5625 Your Response 4 

In Round Two, 1 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• Students must be empowered.  The principal will respect them, and, in return, the students must 
understand their responsibility to how the school runs. (Rating: 5) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 

 
 

14.  The campus principal nurtures the development of families’ educational cultures.  
Inter-Quartile 

Range 3 to 4 Mean 
Response 3.6875 Your Response 4 

In Round Two, 1 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• Educational cultures must be nurtured by the school when it does not exist in strong fashion at 
home.  We can do something about these cultures.  Key word is nurturing and cultivating.  
(Rating: 5) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 
 
 
16.  The campus principal devotes a great deal of time and energy to the school improvement 

process. 
Inter-Quartile 

Range 4 to 5 Mean 
Response 4.25 Your Response 5 

In Round Two, 1 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• I saw this as the site-based improvement committee and not the total efforts on school 
improvement.  (Rating: 3) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 
 
 
17.  The campus principal promotes student achievement through the effective management of the 

school’s human, financial, and physical resources. 
Inter-Quartile 

Range 4 to 5 Mean 
Response 4.625 Your Response 5 

In Round Two, 1 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• Specific examples such as extreme heat.  How much time do you have to spend regulating 
conditions for student achievement?  So how much time do you really have to spend on these 
things?  (Rating: 3) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 
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18.  The campus principal continuously seeks out new available resources for the enhancement of 
student learning. 

Inter-Quartile 
Range 4 to 5 Mean 

Response 4.375 Your Response 5 

In Round Two, 1 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• I put average because we already have a lot of resources available - it is more important to 
effectively use what we already have. (Rating: 3) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 
 
 
25.  The campus principal maintains a high degree of visibility to staff, students, parents, and other 

members of the community. 
Inter-Quartile 

Range 5 to 5 Mean 
Response 4.9375 Your Response 5 

In Round Two, 1 of the 16 principals remained outside the IQR on this question.  They provided the 
following justifications for their answer: 

• Visibility is important, but I think availability is more important - along with hiring and keeping 
the very best people - I am only 1 of about 160 staff members.  (Rating: 4) 

 
Based on the information above, do you wish to change your response to this item?  Select 
        - If you are opting to change your response, what is your new response? Select 
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INFORMATION SHEET 
 

EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP CHARACTERISTICS FOR STUDENT PERFORMANCE AS 
PERCEIVED BY HIGH-PERFORMING TEXAS HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPALS: A DELPHI 

STUDY 
 
As a selected, outstanding, high-performing principal, you understand the following regarding 
this study: 

• The purpose of this study is to determine what educational leadership characteristics are 
of critical importance to student success. 

• This study is part of a dissertation being done to partially fulfill requirements for the 
principal investigator to receive an advanced degree. 

• Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  Participants also have the right 
to drop out of the study at any time once it has begun. 

• As a participant in this study, you are one of 30 high-performing Texas 4A or 5A High 
School Principals.  You were selected for possible participation by the principal 
investigator through a collaborative process with the Texas Association of Secondary 
School Principals. 

• Participation in this study is anonymous.  The principal investigator’s private records 
will be the only place where participant identifying information will be kept.  These 
records will be destroyed when the study is completed.  Participants will have no way 
of knowing who the other participants in the study are. 

• The only risks or potential discomforts associated with this study are in the area of time 
management.  Participation will require a minimum amount of time on your part.  
While every effort has been made on the part of the principal investigator to streamline 
the questionnaire for each round of the Delphi study, you as the participant will be 
making a commitment of your time to participate in the study.   

• You will not be compensated for your participation in this study. 
• The benefits of this study are improved opportunities for Texas High School students. 
• Your time commitment should be no more than twenty minutes for each of the four 

questionnaires.  These questionnaires will require you to respond to statements 
regarding principal leadership characteristics and their importance to student success.  
There will also be 1 open-ended question on the first questionnaire.   

• The time period will be no more than 8 weeks and will begin June 1st, 2006. 
• I hope that you will participate throughout the entire project, but you are free to 

withdraw at any time. 
• This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional Review Board – Human 

Subjects in Research, Texas A&M University.  For research-related problems or 
questions regarding subjects’ rights, you can contact the Institutional Review Board 
through Ms. Angela Raines, Director of Research Compliance, Office of the Vice 
President for Research at (979)458-4067, araines@vprmail.tamu.edu 

• Questions regarding participation in the study, research instruments, or any other facet 
of the study should be directed to : 

David Young 
(979)209-2785 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
Principal Investigator 

John Hoyle 
(979)845-2748 
jhoyle@tamu.edu 
Doctoral Committee Chair 
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Sunday, January 28, 2007 
Message 
 
From:  David Young 
Subject:  Final Round of Leadership Study 
 
To:  Participating Principal  
 
Dear _____, 
 
Thank you for participating in the research study associated with my dissertation on 
principal leadership.  This should be the final round of the study.  I have attached an 
explanatory letter and your questionnaire for Round Three to this email.  The crux of this 
round is evaluating others' comments who did not fall into the inter-quartile range prior 
to making your final response choice. 
 
Please respond as quickly as possible.  If I can get all of the data in quickly enough, 
graduation in May is a real possibility.  You may respond by email (don't forget to attach 
the file with your answers saved in it), fax (979)209-2704, mail or by telephone 
(979)255-5071. 
 
Thank you very much for your participation! 
 
David Young 
Bryan ISD 
Director of Alternative and Accelerated Education 
1901 Villa Maria RD 
Bryan, TX 77803 
Phone - (979) 209-2785  Fax - (979) 209-2704 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
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FOLLOW-UP EMAIL TO PARTICIPANTS NOT RETURNING ROUND THREE  
 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
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Friday, February 2, 2007 
Message 
 
From:  David Young 
Subject:  Final Round of Leadership Research Study 
 
To:  Participating Principal  
 
_____, 
 
On January 28th, I sent you a questionnaire concerning the final round of the research 
study you have been participating in regarding outstanding principal leadership.  It is 
very important that I receive these completed surveys so that I can finish the research 
project and complete my dissertation.  I have attached another copy of the survey as well 
as the participant letter to this email.  The survey should not require more than five 
minutes of your time.  This will be the last survey that I ask you to complete.  The only 
other correspondence you will receive from me regarding this project is an executive 
summary that I will send later this Spring to inform you of the group's overall responses. 
 
Please complete the attached survey and return to me by email, fax, phone, or US mail as 
soon as possible. 
 
Thank you very much for participating in the study.  Your assistance has been truly 
invaluable. 
 
 
Thanks for your assistance. 
 
David Young 
Bryan ISD 
Director of Alternative and Accelerated Education 
1901 Villa Maria RD 
Bryan, TX 77803 
Phone - (979) 209-2785  Fax - (979) 209-2704 
dyoung@bryanisd.org 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t6 (a) 
 

The campus principal influences student learning by supporting teacher efforts to 
achieve high expectations for student learning. 

 
 

Support High Expectations
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TABLE I.1  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #15 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.706 4.688 4.688 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

0 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 5th 6th 6th 

 



210 

 

Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t6 (b) 
 

The campus principal promotes student achievement through the effective management 
of the school’s human, financial, and physical resources. 

 

Resource Management
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TABLE I.2  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #17 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.588 4.625 4.688 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

1 1 0 

Priority (out of 26) 8th 9th 9th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t8 (a) 
 

The campus principal endorses visions of exemplary instructional practices. 
 

Exemplary Instructional Practices
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TABLE I.3  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #2 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.588 4.625 4.625 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

1 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 7th 7th 7th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t8 (b) 
 

The campus principal modifies organizational structures (assignments, allocation of 
resources, and procedures) to create optimal conditions for learning and teaching. 

 

Modification of Organizational Structures
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TABLE I.4  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #6 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.471 4.625 4.625 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

3 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 11th 8th 8th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t8 (c) 
 

The campus principal consistently supervises instructional practices throughout the 
entire school and is knowledgeable enough regarding curriculum and instruction to 
provide meaningful feedback to teachers. 

 

Instructional Supervision
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TABLE I.5  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #21 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.529 4.625 4.625 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

2 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 9th 10th 10th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t8 (d) 
 

The campus principal strives to build the leadership capacity of those around them 
(teachers, students, parents, etc…). 

 

Leadership Capacity
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TABLE I.6  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #26 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.529 4.625 4.625 

Median 5 5 5 

Mode 5 5 5 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

1 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 10th 11th 11th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic #12 
 

The campus principal responds proactively to challenges and opportunities created by 
the accountability-oriented policy context in which they work. 

 

Proactive Response to Accountability-Oriented Context
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TABLE I.7  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #9 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 
4.471 4.563 4.563 

Median 
5 5 5 

Mode 
5 5 5 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

1 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 12th 12th 12th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t13 (a) 
 

The campus principal develops people through intellectual stimulation, promotion, and 
support of those engaged in meaningful change. 

 

People Development
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TABLE I.8  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #3 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 
4.353 4.500 4.500 

Median 
4 4.5 4.5 

Mode 
5 4 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

2 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 14th 13th 13th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t13 (b) 
 

The campus principal views the school as a professional learning community embedded 
within a local context. 

 

Learning Community
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TABLE I.9  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #4 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.412 4.500 4.500 

Median 5 4.5 4.5 

Mode 5 4 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

2 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 13th 14th 14th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t15 (a) 
 

The campus principal builds collaborative processes. 
 

Collaboration Building
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TABLE I.10  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #7 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 
4.176 4.375 4.375 

Median 
4 4 4 

Mode 
4 4 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

2 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 18th 15th 15th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t15 (b) 
 

The campus principal continuously seeks out new available resources for the 
enhancement of student learning. 

 

New Resources
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TABLE I.11  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #18 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.235 4.375 4.375 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 5 4 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

3 1 1 

Priority (out of 26) 16th 16th 16th 

 



220 

 

Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t15 (c) 
 

The campus principal’s top priority is protecting instructional time. 
 

Instructional Time
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TABLE I.12  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #22 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.176 4.375 4.375 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 4 4 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

3 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 20th 17th 17th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t18 (a) 
 

The campus principal manages the environment. 
 

Environmental Management
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TABLE I.13  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #8 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 
4.118 4.313 4.313 

Median 
4 4 4 

Mode 
4 4 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

3 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 21st  18th 18th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t18 (b) 
 

The campus principal builds powerful forms of teaching and learning. 
 

Forms of Teaching and Learning
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TABLE I.14  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #11 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.176 4.313 4.313 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 4 4 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

2 0 0 

Priority (out of 26) 19th 19th 19th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t18 (c) 
 

The campus principal chooses meaningful professional development activities for his or 
her staff and participates in them when they are presented. 

 

School Improvement
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TABLE I.15  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #24 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.235 4.313 4.250 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 5 5 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

3 2 2 

Priority (out of 26) 17th 20th 20th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # 21 
 

The campus principal devotes a great deal of time and energy to the school improvement 
process. 

 

Professional Development
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TABLE I.16  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #16 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.294 4.250 4.250 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 4 4 4 

IQR (4,5) (4,5) (4,5) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

1 1 1 

Priority (out of 26) 15th 21st 21st 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # 22 
 

The campus principal interacts with the entire community within which his or her 
organization is located by becoming knowledgeable of, responsive to, engaged in the 
larger social, economic, legal and cultural contexts of the community. 

 

Community Interaction
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TABLE I.17  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #19 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 3.941 4.063 4.063 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 4 4 4 

IQR (4,4) (4,4) (4,4) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

8 3 3 

Priority (out of 26) 24th 22nd 22nd 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t23 (a) 
 

The campus principal creates strong communities in schools. 
 

School Community
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TABLE I.18  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #12 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 3.941 3.875 3.938 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 4 4 4 

IQR (3,4) (3,4) (3,4) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

4 2 2 

Priority (out of 26) 23rd 24th 23rd 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # t23 (b) 
 

The campus principal supports teachers and regularly provides them with incentives. 
 

Teacher Support
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TABLE I.19  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #23 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 4.000 3.938 3.938 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 4 4 4 

IQR (4,4) (4,4) (4,4) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

5 4 4 

Priority (out of 26) 22nd 23rd 24th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # 25 
 

The campus principal nurtures the development of families’ educational cultures. 
 

Family Culture Development
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TABLE I.20  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #14 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 3.706 3.688 3.688 

Median 4 4 4 

Mode 3 4 4 

IQR (3,4) (3,4) (3,4) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

4 2 2 

Priority (out of 26) 25th 25th 25th 
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Prioritized Leadership Characteristic # 26 
 

The campus principal expands students’ social capital valued by schools. 
 

Social Capital Expansion
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TABLE I.21  Descriptive Statistics by Delphi Round for Item #13 

 Round One 
n = 17 

Round Two 
N = 16 

Round Three 
N=16 

Mean 3.588 3.563 3.563 

Median 3 3.5 3.5 

Mode 3 3 3 

IQR (3,4) (3,4) (3,4) 

# of Responses 
Outside IQR 

4 1 1 

Priority (out of 26) 26th 26th 26th 
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