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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

 

Introduction to the Problem 

 

 A wealth of literature exists describing the challenges of the first year of leadership for 

novice principals (Hertting, 2008; Lopez & Stern, 2010; Jentz, 2009). The educational leader’s 

role has become more complex in recent years because of increased competition, more focus on 

testing and accountability, and economic scarcity of resources (Hertting, 2008). The demands on 

school leadership often leave newcomers to the role feeling inadequately prepared to handle the 

overwhelming expectations of the job (Jentz, 2009). Across the country, public school districts 

are seeking answers to the critical problem of leader preparation in schools. Mentor programs, 

apprenticeships, and peer-to-peer support programs are being implemented in many schools 

(Hertting, 2009). However, principal turnover rates remain high, which has negatively impacted 

student achievement (Metlife, 2013). With job satisfaction data indicating that leaders are 

increasingly dissatisfied and unhappy (Metlife, 2013), it is critical that improved support 

structures guide neophyte principals through the challenges they face.   

 Not surprising, the research indicates that the turnover rates and perceived levels of 

dissatisfaction are highest in low performing, low socioeconomic school districts, where school 

leaders encounter even more challenges (Metlife, 2013). It is presumed that the lack of funding, 

increased rates of school violence, and a myriad of negative influences on school performance 

add layers of complexity and difficulty to the job. However, the intense demands on this 

leadership role exist in all schools, at all socio-economic levels, and in all regions of the country.  

As stakeholders’ expectations for student performance increase, and accountability measures are 

demanded, the pressures on school leaders intensify.  
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 Independent school leaders have the additional burden of generating a marketplace and 

increasing demand in challenging economic times. Clearly defining the value proposition by 

demonstrating value for expensive school tuition, meeting enrollment projections, and managing 

the daily stresses of the role often leave independent school leaders feeling anxious, isolated, and 

ill prepared (Walsh, 2010). Unlike their peers in the public sector, many new independent school 

leaders do not have certification and have not been required to have formal training in 

educational leadership prior to assuming the role as “head,” the term often used to describe the 

leadership position in private schools.  

Novice heads of school and senior administrators, such as division heads, often assume 

the role straight from the classroom setting. While some have undergone formal preparation 

programs in the college and university setting, few have “real” experience in school leadership.  

The on-the-job training can be brutal in the first year, as most newcomers are unprepared for 

many unexpected trials of the job. Whether it is the newness of positional authority, a lack of 

cultural awareness at a new school, inadequate technical knowledge, instructional leadership 

weaknesses, or simply insufficient time management skills, new school heads in the independent 

school setting often feel suffocated by the microscope under which they exist (Bodger, 2011). 

For many, the pressure is overwhelming, and the isolation of the position is even more apparent 

than in public schools, where principals experience “lonely at the top” syndrome (Howard & 

Mallory, 2002). It is critical that senior leaders develop support structures for the socialization of 

new school leaders. Their success dramatically impacts the overall success of the school and 

ultimately the individual success of each child.  

This problem exists at Harborview Academy, a PK – 12 independent school in Alabama. 

This researcher is the provost at Harborview Academy. This organization has experienced 
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leadership changes at the head and division head levels in recent years. A new head of school 

followed a long-time incumbent, and within two years left the school. At the division head level, 

the upper school has had four leaders in four years, and the intermediate school head recently left 

the position after only two years in the role. There is no systematized process for the induction, 

development or support of school leaders at Harborview Academy. This is particularly evident in 

the area of instructional leadership. The Harborview Academy board of trustees and staff have 

identified significant areas of academic weakness, and division heads will be expected to serve 

as instructional leaders.  

Problem Context – National Level 

 There is great concern over the shortage of qualified candidates willing to enter into 

independent school administration. Former National Association of Independent Schools’ 

(NAIS) president Pat Bassett stated in an interview with The Washington Post, “It is the 

shrinking pool of qualified leaders that should cause concern. A 2002 survey by NAIS found that 

as many as 80 percent of current heads were expected to change jobs or retire by 2012” (Strauss, 

2007).  Bassett also noted, “In the past, headmasters simply had to be educational leaders. But 

today, in addition to being an academic leader, a school head is expected to be a top-flight 

fundraiser, a bond expert who can raise money for new buildings and a personnel whiz who 

connects with students, parents, faculty, staff and alumni” (Strauss, 2007, p.1). These demands 

are daunting to those contemplating a move into administration, and knowing that one has to 

essentially “go it alone” often dissuades an aspiring leader. It is critical that novice leaders have 

opportunities to learn the specific mechanics of finance, curriculum, development, and trustee 

work but they also need guidance on how to handle the “intangibles” of the job, which are often 

the hardest to learn (Walsh, 2010). The first year or two of new leadership is undeniably 
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exhausting and demanding. It is important that professional development opportunities of novice 

independent school leaders align with specific goals and needs of the organization in which they 

serve.   

 Independent schools are alike in many ways. Most operate with a relatively similar 

organizational structure, with a Headmaster reporting to a Board of Trustees. The senior 

leadership teams are typically comprised of division heads, a chief financial officer, a director of 

admissions, a director of development, a director of technology, a director of athletics and a 

director of communications. Independent schools do not cover the cost of educating the students 

solely through tuition revenue, and typically run an eight percent deficit gap that must be bridged 

by charitable donations (NAIS, 2009).  

Problem Context – Local Level 

Naturally, independent schools vary in size, as the size is impacted by variables such as 

local competition and size of community. Independent schools exist in a myriad of communities, 

but typically draw from predominantly affluent areas. Additionally, the fundraising capacity of a 

school as well as the size of the endowment are factors that differentiate schools. However, the 

missions and visions of independent schools are generally quite similar. In the Mobile, Alabama 

area there are over 90 private schools. 83 percent of these schools are religiously affiliated 

(Private School Review, n.d.). Only four of the 90 are members of NAIS. Tim Jacobson wrote in 

The Heritage of the South, “More than any other part of America, the South stands apart. 

Thousands of Northerners and foreigners have migrated to it…but Southerners they will not 

become. For this is still a place where you must have either been born, or have ‘people’ there, to 

feel it is your native ground.” In this area of lower Alabama, tradition and stability are cultural 

expectations, and change is heavily resisted, especially in schools.  This can be particularly 
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challenging for new administrators whose lack of cultural awareness may be an additional barrier 

in transitioning into the role. This is especially true when newcomers are not local and follow 

long-time incumbents (Braun, 2008).  

Problem Statement 

 Harborview Academy has experienced numerous leadership transitions in recent years. 

Without systematic or thoughtful efforts to induct and develop new leaders, several transitions 

have been unsuccessful. The high leadership turnover rates at Harborview have been challenging 

for the school community. The problem this study explores is the identification of an induction 

program for new leaders at Harborview Academy that will lead to successful transitions of 

leaders who will accomplish the mission of preparing all Harborview students for future success. 

Inherent in the school’s mission is the desire that all students will realize academic success.  

Problem Analysis 

 There are many causes of the problem of unpreparedness of independent school division 

heads. Most emergent independent school leaders rise from the teacher ranks. They have proven 

themselves with students and parents in the academic realm, and have typically demonstrated 

leadership capacity among their peers. (Roza, 2003). The informal criteria utilized to select 

potential leaders varies by school, but is typically based on personality characteristics, an 

applicant’s articulated desire to move into administration, and strong interpersonal skills. 

However, these individuals must be competent instructional leaders across disciplines (Moffitt, 

2001) as well as excellent managers. Barry Jentz states, “To become comfortable, confident, and 

competent as a boss, you must struggle through a transition from knowing and valuing yourself 

for your technical work (as a teacher) to knowing and valuing yourself for your managerial work.  

The two kinds of work are unimaginably different (2009, p.57).” Adjusting from leading students 
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to leading adults can be a challenge. Time management demands are extreme, and finding a 

family/school balance is difficult. The division head is charged with leading the school in terms 

of vision, instructional planning, staff development, fiscal planning, facilities management, and 

more – all while synergizing the interests of all stakeholders (Bohn, 2013).   

 While on the job training is a valid and necessary source of learning and experience, 

scaffolding learning opportunities with mentoring, coaching, and peer learning communities 

would enable novice leaders to cultivate their leadership skills and potentially minimize the 

negative effects of the steep learning curve inherent in the role (Browne-Ferrigno, 2014). 

Additionally, matching leadership development plans with organizational needs is critical to an 

individual leader’s success. Improving the quality of the first year experience for neophytes 

would increase the likelihood of improved longevity, expand the leadership capacity of the 

individual, and positively impact the new leader’s efficacy. All of these could have a significant 

bearing on student achievement (Blase & Blase, 1998). Additionally, for those leaders who are 

new to a school, and in the early years of their administrative careers, advice on how to develop 

cultural awareness would prove crucial to their success (Lovely, 2004; Braun, 2008). 

Problem Critique 

 Lopez and Stern cite the 2009 National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) 

Head’s survey when emphasizing the need for significant changes and a “thoughtful examination 

of the independent school leadership pipeline that includes attention to leadership development 

within schools” (2010). Two notable preparation programs exist for aspiring independent school 

leaders: the E.E Ford Aspiring Heads Fellowship and the Klingenstein Private School Leadership 

Master’s Program. However, these programs accept only a small number of applicants each year, 

hardly addressing the vast need for qualified leaders. NAIS admitted 50 participants to its 
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Aspiring Heads Fellowship program in 2015, its largest cohort to date. Growing and exposing 

potential leaders to the demands of the job will assist in aligning their perception of the role with 

its reality prior to their assuming the position. Supporting their development to lessen the 

severity of the learning curve particularly in areas such as personnel management would build 

confidence in leaders who are often managing adults for the first time.     

The body of research-literature related to beginning principals is substantial. In an article 

from the American School Board Journal, titled, “Are We Supporting New Principals?” author 

Michael Hertting explains that the diversity, reform initiatives, accountability demands, scarce 

resources and other changes put more strains on a principal than ever before (2008). He 

expresses the critical need to support principals, defining support as “deliberate or specific 

actions initiated by a school district to help ensure the new principal’s success in his or her new 

position” (2008). Cordelia Moffett asserts that effective school leadership must rest on scientific 

understanding and should be practiced with certain ethical consideration. The ideal principal 

must possess competencies which are representative of both cognitive knowledge and technical 

skills (Moffett, 2001). Walker and Carr-Stewart offer an extensive study of the experiences of 

beginning principals and analyze the conflicts inherent in the role and the socialization and 

sense-making required for success (2006). Duke (1988) found that life for the neophyte is filled 

with anxiety, frustration, and self-doubt. Davis (1998) explains that the amplified challenges in 

an increasingly hostile environment pose serious challenges for principals. Daresh and Male 

(2000) argue that principals are experiencing “alienation, isolation and frustration which often 

mark the work of those who lead schools” (p.99). The literature overwhelmingly indicates that 

the role of principal (or school head) is challenging and often arduous. More and more, specific 

support structures are being implemented by schools and districts across the country. Leaders 
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such as the New York City Leadership Academy are offering models that look promising. The 

intensive 14-month program includes a six-week summer school, a 10-month residency under 

the mentorship of a practicing principal, and a second summer of planning to assume leadership 

of the participants’ own schools. The Leadership Academy also offers continuing support to all 

new principals for their first three years on the job (Oison, 2007).   

As previously stated, the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) has 

instituted an aspiring head’s program, and now selects up to 50 applicants a year. The 2009 State 

of Independent School Leadership: Report of Survey Research Among School Heads and 

Administrators disclosed that the majority of heads plan to change jobs or retire in the next ten 

years, however a limited number of current school administrators are interested in ever even 

pursuing a headship. Potential challenges at both the division head and head of school levels 

must be addressed and new leaders must be identified, attracted, and nurtured to address this 

looming leadership shortage. The same survey indicated that many independent school heads 

seek mentors or executive coaches, but typically on their own accord. A more formalized support 

structure appears to be warranted. Throughout the country the issue of weak principal 

preparation and development has been well documented. Richard Elmore noted: “Universities . . 

. have traditionally provided sound academic preparation while offering only minimal attention 

to transforming theory into practice. Moreover, the academic course work in personnel 

evaluation, law, business management, clinical supervision, and public relations, although 

competently presenting techniques and technical knowledge, offers little opportunity to use that 

knowledge in coping with real people, real budgets, and real situations in real schools” (Elmore, 

2000, p. 21). There is a need for training to be less grounded in theory and more practical. Many 

new principals cite the frenetic pace of their school day as a continuous stressor for which they 
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are unprepared (Anderson, 1989b). Administrator preparation programs must respond to those 

factors described by new leaders as the most challenging obstacles to their success. Table 1 ranks 

the administrative tasks for which beginning principals indicated a need for assistance and better 

training.   

Table 1 

 

 Administrative Tasks on Which Beginning Principals Had a Vital or Important Need for 

Assistance and information 

 

Task 

 

Rank 

Plan and manage school budget 1 

Understand “Unwritten” rules, procedures, and expectations 2 

Plan and direct improvements in curriculum and instruction 3 

Understand district goals, philosophy, and expectations of principals 4 

Orientation to and understanding of staff 5 

Assess relevance of instruction, curriculum, and evaluate program 

outcomes 

6 

Understand and implement school board policies, district rules, and 

administrative procedures 

7 

Assess community needs, problems, and expectations 11 

Develop master schedule 12 

Set goals and develop long-range plans 13 

Supervise and evaluate staff 14 

Deal with staff concerns and resolve conflicts 15 

Help staff improve and plan staff development activities 16 

Select, assign, and orient staff 17 

Supervise and direct custodial services, maintenance of facilities, plant 

systems 

18 

Supervise special programs 19 

Supervise purchasing procedures 20 

Coordinate the opening and closing of school each year 21 
 

Note: Adapted from Mentoring and Induction Programs that Support New Principals, p.252, S. 

Villani, 2006, CA: Corwin Press.  

 

The breadth of expertise demanded by the job is vast, and it is understandable that most entering 

the role directly from the classroom feel ill prepared. The embedded job training can be 

unsettling for new leaders, whose busy days leave little time for processing or reflection. Forced 
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to be primarily re-active, new leaders question their own capacity and ability to lead.  

Developing and managing a budget is a required skill that emergent leaders do not acquire in the 

classroom. Understanding the intricacies of the financial picture of a school is important for 

independent school leaders, as no revenue source is guaranteed, and one must be able to think 

about the impact of each decision. The “unwritten” and intangible knowledge that must quickly 

be gained in a new leadership role is often the greatest immediate challenge facing a novice 

leader (Villani, 2006). It is difficult to “know what you don’t know” and this can leave one 

feeling unprepared. The learning curve is steep, and often little grace is shown by a demanding 

stakeholder group. 

Significance of Addressing the Problem 

 As noted in the NAIS 2009 Survey, independent schools are facing a grave shortage of 

aspiring heads, willing to take on the challenge of leading a school. Forecasters point to the 

retirement of baby boomers, which will greatly diminish the leadership pipeline in the coming 

years. According to Orem, author of The Leadership Outlook, who writes the article “Who Will 

Take the Helm,” in NAIS’ 2009 study, more than two-thirds of all responding heads reported 

that they planned to retire or transition out of independent schools by 2019. At the same time, 

only 22 percent of all responding administrators reported that they had any interest in pursuing a 

headship.
 
Overall, there is a graying of the upper leadership at independent schools, as can be 

seen from the 2009 study: nearly three-fourths of all heads and more than half of all 

administrators were over 50. In addition, in 2013–2014, the vast majority of independent school 

heads (94 percent) were white, and women made up roughly a third (33.8 percent) of the ranks 

(Orem, 2014). This has a trickle-down effect, as almost 80 percent of headmasters ascend from 

senior administration (NAIS, 2009). 
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By addressing the preparation needs for aspiring heads and senior administrators, a high 

quality socialization process for novice leaders may improve the overall experience in the initial 

years of service. Thoughtful structured support systems would provide a much needed 

framework for professional growth and development of new leaders (Ylimak & Jacobson, 2012).  

This would result in reducing turnover, which can not only be costly financially for independent 

schools, but also cause reduced productivity, morale, and general health of the school. New 

leaders would likely report greater overall job satisfaction, as reported concerns centered around 

feeling ill-prepared, lacking time management skills, lacking expertise in the varied job 

demands, and the misalignment of role perceptions; i.e. the reality of the role (Augustine-Shaw, 

2015). By developing a thorough system of targeted support at Harborview Academy, this 

independent school could identify, grow, nurture, socialize and sustain exceptional leadership. 

Effective, sustained leadership that understands Harborview’s strengths and weaknesses will 

improve the academic environment and success for all students.  

A Review of the Literature 

Responding to the need for more formalized leadership development of top 

administrators at Harborview Academy and in independent schools is undeniably critical to the 

professional success of individual leaders as well as the continued institutional success of these 

organizations (NAIS, 2010). However, very little literature targets the topic of leadership 

development for independent schools’ leaders. Fortunately, the body of research analyzing 

public school principal leadership development is abundant; it will serve as a heuristic 

foundation for determining best practices in inducting, socializing, and supporting novice leaders 

in independent schools. The literature on effective schools concludes that all effective schools 

have strong leaders (Grubb & Flessa, 2006), and thus it is pivotal that aspiring and novice leaders 
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are supported in their development and growth. This professional development must match with 

institutional needs and align with the mission and vision of the organization to best position the 

leader for success.   

Defining the Role of School Leader 

Regardless of public or independent school setting, educational leaders have been defined 

as “educational visionaries, instructional and curriculum leaders, assessment experts, 

disciplinarians, community builders, public relations experts, budget analysts, facility managers, 

special program administrators, and expert overseers of legal, contractual, and policy mandates 

and initiatives” (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005, p.1). The role is 

incredibly complex, with increases in responsibility and overwhelming expectations and 

demands by stakeholders (Howard & Mallory, 2008; Linn, Sherman, & Gill, 2007). Barry Jentz 

(2009) asserted that many of the challenges facing beginning school administrators are 

predictable and should be viewed as opportunities for learning and growth; however, the 

acquisition of new authority can be unsettling, confusing, and overwhelming. John Whritner 

(2009) described the dramatic change in the job description of today’s superintendent, asserting 

the role has shifted from chief educational officer to chief political officer. This shift has left 

assistant superintendents overseeing curriculum and instruction. A parallel can be drawn between 

independent school heads and division heads with evolving job descriptions. In an article about 

private schools, author Robert Kennedy (2009) described the role of the independent school 

head: 

The head of a private school in the new millennium has to have the  

executive ability of a Fortune 1000 executive, the diplomatic skills of Ban 

Ki-moon and the vision of Bill Gates. S/he has to deal with substance  
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abuse. S/he has to be politically correct. The graduates have to get into the 

right colleges. S/he has to raise millions for this project or that. S/he has to 

sort through legal issues which would numb the mind of a Philadelphia lawyer. 

The head needs the diplomatic skills of an ambassador to deal with parents 

and the technology infrastructure costs a fortune and doesn’t seem to have 

improved teaching at all. On top of all this, the head’s admissions department  

now has to compete for students with several other schools which years ago 

could hardly be considered the competition if they existed at all.  (para. 3) 

The challenges inherent in the role of independent school leader are particularly demanding in a 

leader’s first year at a school; he or she must function effectively in a new environment and 

assimilate quickly to a new culture (RAND Education [RAND], 2012). This must all be done 

while improving student achievement at the school. Adding a layer of complexity, Walsh 

asserted that understanding the importance of the mechanics of finance, curriculum, development 

and trustee work are givens for independent school leaders, but the real challenge exists in one’s 

ability to master the “intangibles” (Walsh, 2010). One’s aptitude to lead and manage is impacted 

by cultural acuity, interpersonal skills, demonstration of empathy, and time management skills.   

Independent school leaders are expected to do it all, and as their public school counterparts, are 

considered an important determinant in student learning (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & 

Wahlstrom, 2004; Rennie Center Education Research, 2013). “Research suggests that effective 

school leadership requires a multi-faceted approach, where steadfast attention to operations 

management (e.g. budgeting, scheduling, safety, and facilities), is balanced by monitoring 

instructional quality and student learning” (Rennie, 2013, p.1). To be effective, independent 

school leaders must excel as strategic thinkers and consensus builders. New principals are 
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finding that they need a more complex and varied set of skills than at any point in the past, and 

emerging trends in globalization only increase the need for highly skilled leaders who possess 

the ability to expose teachers and students to multiple perspectives and experiences (McCarthy & 

Forsyth, 2009; Wilson, 2010). School leaders must work at weaving together the expectations of 

diverse stakeholders to create a school identity that is coherent, integrated and consistent 

(Spillane & Kenney, 2012). They must develop the skills to meet specific organizational needs.    

The work of educational leaders has become less predictable, less structured, and more 

conflict-laden (Walker & Carr-Stewart, 2006). Duke (1988) found that life for the neophyte is 

filled with anxiety, frustration, and self-doubt. “Principals are susceptible to the juxtaposition of 

job overload in a people-oriented business and experience feelings of isolation in their 

professional lives” (Howard & Mallory, 2008, p. 7). Daresh and Male (2000) argued that 

principals are experiencing “alienation, isolation, and frustration” (p.99) as they confront the 

often overwhelming pressures and tensions of the job. Expectations placed upon school leaders 

have grown in scale and complexity due to trends associated with globalization (Stevenson, 

2006). Economic uncertainty imposes great pressures on schools, and school leaders are 

expected to navigate the rapidly changing economic and social conditions that impact all aspects 

of educational organizations (Stevenson, 2006). The extraordinary economic, demographic, 

technological and global changes have transformed the job of an educational leader (DuBois, 

2011). The sweeping changes resulting from the transition of an industrial to a global, 

information based economy have had a dramatic impact on schools and school leaders (Levine, 

2005). Leaders have had to lead their schools in the retooling of goals, priorities, budgets, 

staffing, instruction, assessment, technology, and time and space logistics (DuBois, 2011; 
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Levine, 2005). Few novice school leaders have undergone the preparation necessary to 

implement such a complex schema.  

 

The School Leader as Instructional Leader 

Crow explained that although the relationship between the principal’s actions and student 

achievement is indirect, the importance of this role for developing and maintaining school 

culture, promoting a vision of academic success for all students, and creating professional 

learning communities has clearly been supported by research (Crow, 2006; Leithwood and 

Jantzi, 2000). A body of research explaining the principal’s role as an instructional leader and the 

direct impact principals have on changing instructional practice to improve student performance 

indicates the principal’s role is critical to the development and maintenance of an effective 

school (Quinn, 2002). By motivating and inspiring teachers with the end goal of impacting 

instructional practice and ultimately student achievement, school administrators have a positive 

influence on many school factors that ultimately affect student performance. The importance of 

strong instructional leadership from the principal has long been supported in research 

(Leithwood, 1994; Blase & Blase, 1998; Quinn, 2002; Heck, 1992). An atmosphere that 

promotes effective and engaging teaching will naturally stimulate student success and academic 

achievement (Leithwood & Louis, 2012). Quinn’s study supports the notion that leadership 

impacts instruction; as he stated, “the pursuit of student success is the essential goal of our 

schools. Such leadership is crucial in creating a school that values and continually strives to 

achieve an exceptional education for all students” (Quinn, 2002, p. 460). The need for 

administrators to focus on instruction has been well documented and recognized as essential to 

ensure that quality teaching in every classroom leads to student academic success (O’Doherty & 
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Ovando, 2013). School leaders must make instructional leadership a priority, and their practice 

must be informed by professional and ethical principles in an effort to balance the pressures of 

accountability and the needs of students, teachers, and parents (Hall, 2009; O’Doherty & 

Ovando, 2013). The Wallace Foundation highlighted the link between instructional leadership 

and a focused climate on shared learning, stating, “behind excellent teaching and excellent 

schools is excellent leadership – the kind that ensures that effective teaching practices don’t 

remain isolated and unshared in single classrooms” (Wallace Foundation, 2006, p. 3). School 

leaders must place a high priority on quality instruction and provide specific feedback to teachers 

and support for purposeful change (Augustine-Shaw, 2015). Killion (2012) further confirmed the 

influence of principals on learning for students and teachers through the establishment of 

productive and vibrant learning environments.   

Development of these skills requires time and an understanding of how to offer guidance 

and support for effective results (Augustine-Shaw, 2015; Seashore-Louis, Leithwood, 

Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010). A vast number of principals have found it virtually impossible 

to single-handedly initiate and implement reforms in their schools that guarantee deeper learning 

(DuBois, 2011). Research confirms that effective schools have principals who are instructional 

leaders; however, a paucity of research exists that examines how school leaders balance the 

demands and constraints of their jobs while cultivating instructional leadership among the faculty 

(Portin, 2004). Because independent school leaders often lack specific training or certification in 

the area of instructional leadership, this can be an area of great weakness.  Given that student 

achievement is of the utmost importance to all schools, developing the independent school 

leader’s capacity in the realm of instructional leadership is essential.    
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Leading school improvement efforts is a challenge facing many school leaders.  

Improvement occurs by the combined efforts of increasing teachers’ knowledge of content and 

their knowledge of how to best connect that content to specific students (Cohen & Hill, 2001). It 

is critical that the school, and the leaders within the school, are used as a mechanism to deliver 

resources and supports to teachers and students to enhance learning. (Elmore, 2000). Highly 

focused forms of professional development and training that are targeted to specifically address 

what is lacking for educators in a school and are aligned with the learning needs of the students 

in that particular site may be the only type that result in change to instructional practices 

(Armstrong-Vogel, 2008; Alsbury, 2004; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001). 

Professional development must be driven by the goals for student learning established by the 

organization, and the professional development design, context, and content must be driven by 

identifying knowledge and skills needed by the faculty and administration (Armstrong-Vogel, 

2008).   

It is vital that school leaders are knowledgeable about best practices in effecting student 

growth and achievement. Intervention through a Response to Intervention (RTI) framework is 

often utilized in general educational setting school improvement efforts. RTI is defined as a 

change in performance or behavior due to intervention (Fuchs, Mock, Morgan & Young, 2003). 

A growth model approach measures the students’ progress periodically throughout the 

intervention to assess how much learning has taken place (Atkins, 2000). Those implementing 

seek to produce a discernable difference between pre-intervention and post-intervention levels of 

performance (Gresham, VanDerHeyden, & Witt, 2005). Research on mathematics fluency 

interventions, for example, indicates that “Implementation of effective interventions relies on the 

use of assessment data to adequately describe the learning problem and offer potential solutions” 
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(Burns, Codding, Boice & Lukito, 2010, p. 69).  A critical component to the instructional process 

is assessment data (Linn & Gronlund, 2000). Through the examination of the data, educators are 

able to analyze problems and suggest appropriate interventions. Empirically supported math 

interventions have demonstrated effective outcomes for students (Fuchs, & Fuchs, 2005). 

The Shift to Increased Accountability 

School leadership has become an increasingly public role and is often openly scrutinized 

in many communities. The responsibilities ascribed to school leaders have increased in scope and 

often include more varied sub roles that are not easily defined or are structurally ambiguous. 

There exists a public perception that the role of school leader is “that of an externally impotent 

manager trying to control an increasingly frenetic environment” (Wilson, 2010, p. 11). A greater 

call for accountability within the high stakes environment that manifested in response to the No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation enacted by congress is 2001 has raised the stakes for 

schools and for principals (Crow, 2006). While NCLB has triggered institutional shifts, the 

transformation towards standards and accountability mechanisms was evident after the 1983 

publication of A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform by the National 

Commission on Excellence in Education. Standards-based education resulted from A Nation at 

Risk, and The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 mandated state academic content 

standards and tests (US Department of Education [USDE], 2008). Roughly 25 years ago, Peter 

Drucker (1989) could foresee a major shift in education that would assume a social purpose and 

that educators would need to take responsibility for dismantling barriers between those who were 

highly schooled and those who were not. He predicted that schools would be expected to educate 

all of the children, all of the people, all of the time. NCLB formalized this expectation within a 

framework of accountability which embodied an anticipated outcome of higher student 
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achievement and learning (De Leon, 2006). Public awareness of standardized test results has 

increased, and studies report a high degree of apprehension concerning the condition of the 

American educational system (Janz, 2011). Administrators must lead amidst these often 

overwhelming pressures.   

   US school administrators must “manage organizational legitimacy and integrity in a 

changed institutional sector where externally imposed performance metrics – student 

achievement on standardized test – has become the coin of the realm” (Spillane & Kenney, 2012, 

p. 550). A test is considered “high-stakes” when its results are used to make important decisions 

that affect students, teachers, administrators, communities, schools, and districts (Madaus, 1988).  

As part of the accountability movement, stakes are deemed high because of the results of tests, as 

well as the ranking and categorization of schools, teachers, and children from those results, are 

reported to the public (McNeil, 2000). The current demands of challenging state standards have 

amplified burdens placed upon school leaders; this is true in both public and independent 

schools, as standardized testing has permeated the educational environment throughout the 

United States. The impact of policy makers in the regulation of instruction in public schools has 

grown in recent years. These policy initiatives have increasingly put pressure on school leaders 

to adapt their organizations to meet new demands. They must bridge the gap between policy and 

classroom instruction, implementing change in the face of resistance from teachers, who have 

long cherished their autonomy (Hallett, 2007; Spillane & Kenny). Schools have an urgent need 

to demonstrate increased learning for more, if not all students (Armstrong-Vogel, 2008). New 

capacity and actions are required for change and improvement to occur (DeFour and Eaker, 

1998; Elmore, 2002a; Schmoker, 2006). 

The Shortage of School Leaders 
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The statistics and research released by the National Association of Independent Schools 

(NAIS) in 2002, 2007, and 2010 indicate a shortage of willing and qualified individuals 

emerging from the leadership pipeline. The information available about leadership trends in 

independent schools mirrors that of public schools; both constituencies report rising concerns 

about leadership shortages, quality of leadership, and sustainability of leadership (Zepeda, 

Bengtson, & Parylo, 2011). According to Quinn (2002), the shortage of school administrators to 

lead the nation’s schools is real and reaching crisis proportion. Teacher shortages have been 

forecasted for many years, but recognition of a shortage of principals specifically, and school 

administrators in general, is a developing phenomenon (Beach, 2010; Frankel & Hayot, 2001).  

Principal recruitment is one of the most critical issues facing schools today (Winter & 

Morgenthal, 2002).  

Coupled with the increasing responsibility and accountability demands being placed on 

principals in these ‘new times’ making such roles more demanding and complex, there is 

a strong interest in and need for ensuring that the recruitment and selection of principals 

occurs in a context of the availability of a quality aspirant pool (Cranston, 2007, p. 109).  

Leaders of the National Association of Elementary Principals and the National Association of 

Secondary School Principals indicated a critical nationwide shortage of qualified applicants for 

the principal’s position (Carr & Million, 2010). Pezko noted a startling statistic, stating a “45% 

to 55% attrition rate of principals during an 8-year period of time, with the largest amount of 

attrition occurring during the first three years on the job” (Petzko, 2008, p. 225).   

Trends suggest that filling open principalships will become more difficult in the next 

decade as retirement rates of experienced principals increase, high percentages of current 

principals move to non-administrative positions, and numbers of qualified applicants choosing to 
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become school leaders decrease (Browne-Ferrigno, 2003; Grubb & Flessa, 2006; Beach, 2010).  

This is true in independent schools as well, where nearly 68 percent of school heads plan to 

change jobs or retire in the next five to ten years (NAIS, 2005; NAIS, 2010).  

Independent schools face large-scale leadership transitions and potential challenges at 

both the administrator and head of school level. Perceptions regarding the demands of the 

head of school position, needs for improvement in the search process, and barriers to the 

participation of people of color and women in leadership roles must be addressed as we 

face this potential crisis (NAIS, 2010). 

According to the 2009 NAIS leadership survey, the population of heads and top school leaders at 

NAIS schools is aging when compared to the results of the 2002 survey. Independent schools 

face widespread leadership transitions in the coming years; the majority of responding heads and 

administrators on the 2009 leadership survey reported that they were 50 years old, or older, and 

that they plan to change jobs or retire in the next ten years (NAIS, 2010).  

In public schools, the number of certified principals continues to grow, but more and 

more are choosing not to serve (Donaldson, 2006). This same tendency exists in independent 

schools. Among the past participants from NAIS’ Aspiring Heads Fellows program who decided 

not to pursue headships, personal and family commitments were the most common reasons for 

deciding not to pursue a headship. 78% of school administrators participating in the 2009 NAIS 

study mention not being interested in pursuing a head of school position (NAIS, 2010). Not all 

survey participants were past aspiring heads fellows; however, over half of past fellows of NAIS 

who decided not to pursue headships also cited personal reasons - work balance, family 

commitments, time commitments, and long work hours for not pursuing headships (NAIS, 

2010). “What is clear is that changing conditions are making the principal’s role more 
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challenging, and labor market evidence in some contexts points to it being correspondingly less 

attractive” (Stevenson, 2006, p. 417). The comparatively-low salaries, in light of the increased 

responsibilities and long hours, has steered many qualified public school administrators toward 

the selection of more lucrative, less politically-stressful careers (Miller, Devin, & Shoop, 2007).  

The job is perceived by many potential candidates as undesirable and/or impossible to perform 

(Hopkins, 2000). This fact makes the recruitment of replacement talent and the development and 

retention of existing talent more crucial (Maxwell, 2009). University preparation programs, 

school districts and individual schools must address the needs of novice principals to provide 

maximum support for success (Hallett, 2007). 

The Need for Leadership Development 

 Developing leaders ready and able to meet the intricate demands of the role of division 

head in independent schools is clearly important. This void of literature exploring leadership 

development in independent schools is indicative of the lack of any systematic, formalized 

development program across independent schools. The National Association of Independent 

Schools (NAIS), the largest membership organization of independent schools, has conducted 

studies exploring the strains on the leadership pipeline in independent schools (NAIS, 2002; 

NAIS, 2010). Independent school heads identified the most demanding parts of their jobs as: 

 Managing the schools overall financial health; 

 Strategic planning; 

 Fundraising/development; 

 Providing vision and leadership; 

 Managing relations with the board of trustees; 

 Managing personnel. 
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The 2009 study expressed that classroom teaching and working in independent schools is 

considered essential background experience for school leaders (NAIS, 2010). However, 

classroom teaching does not prepare individuals to deal with the most demanding aspects of the 

job. Independent school administrators are not required to obtain specific credentials; there is no 

formal licensure for teachers or administrators in independent schools.  In comparison to the 

relatively large number of principal preparatory programs that exist through universities for 

public school educators, there are surprisingly few for independent school aspiring leaders.  

However, there is clearly the need to better develop future leaders of independent schools. 

Principal Preparation 

 The call for reform in principal preparation programs is consistently well documented in 

the initiatives of the professional organizations of the field as well as in literature (Petzko, 2008).  

Several studies have solicited feedback from school leaders as to what they believed most 

important in principal preparation programs. In 2001, a panel of high school principals indicated 

that they needed additional preparation to do their jobs more effectively, citing curriculum 

development, program evaluation, professional development, strategic planning and student 

assessment as the areas in which they would like supplementary training (NASSP, 2001). A 2004 

study of middle school leaders offered similar results, where the top ranking essential 

competencies to be included in principal preparation programs were developing and maintaining 

interpersonal relationships, understanding best practices for working as a mid-level manager, 

collaborating in decision making, supervising and evaluating staff, and leading instruction 

(Valentine, Clark, Hackmann, & Petzko, 2004). In a study of novice principals, Barnett and 

Shoho (2005) determined that new principals spend a great deal of time attempting to understand 

specific dynamics of their school organization, assessing staff members strengths and weakness, 



   

24 

 

and determining areas of need. In their second year, principals were ready to begin to initiate 

changes and take action focused on school improvement. The authors stated that it was during 

this critical two-year period when new principals either develop the confidence and competence 

to become effective school leaders or burn out. In 2008, Petzko released findings from a 

comprehensive study of new principals assessing how well they were prepared for the role. The 

research corroborated the earlier studies, noting several specific recommendations for principal 

preparation programs: 

 Comprehensively address human relations and the personnel function; 

 Maintain the high-priority status of acknowledging the knowledge and skills necessary in 

the domain of educational leadership; 

 Emphasize the skills needed for the administration of special programs and student 

services; 

 Give special attention to the time and commitment to historical facilities; 

 Assess the graduates’ perceptions of their own program and preparation. 

“Principal preparation and induction programs are duty bound to closely examine the knowledge 

and skills emphasized in their curriculum to better align it with the needs and perceptions of this 

vital constituency of leaders” (Petzko, 2008, p. 243). The University Council for Educational 

Administration confirmed that states and other educational agencies must strive to design 

programs for new leaders in order to shape leadership behaviors and attitudes that support 

needed change in school culture and a focus on quality instruction (Browne-Ferrigno, 2014).   

University Based Preparation Programs 

 University based administrator preparation programs have come under scrutiny, with 

researchers questioning the relevance of traditional pre-service administrator preparation 
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programs’ curricula in relation to the realities of the job (Daresh & Male, 2000). Historically, 

preparation programs for principals in the United States encompassed courses such as general 

management principles and school law, with minor emphasis on effective teaching and student 

learning; human relations; and curriculum and organizational change (Levine, 2005; Miller et al., 

2007; DuBois, 2011). Levine (2005) charged that the quality of preparation of the nation’s 

school leaders range from “inadequate to appalling” (p.24) and that programs are marked by 

“low standards, weak faculty and irrelevant curriculum” (p.24). Significant research shows that 

the skills needed to be an effective educational leader have not been traditionally taught in 

preparation programs (Portin, Schneider, DeArmond, & Gundlach, 2003). Fuller asserted that 

“although the body of literature on principal preparation programs has grown exponentially over 

the past decade, the vast majority of such studies lacks a theoretical perspective and fails to 

include any type of evidence of program efficacy” (Fuller, Young, & Baker, 2011, p. 180).  

Although many studies have focused primarily on program content, rather than program 

outcomes, an increasing number of studies are building a case that certain program attributes are 

associated with quality preparation as measured by actual outcomes, such as the behavior of 

principals (Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr, & Cohen, 2007; Young & Grogan, 

2008). Many researchers believe that a large number of university based principal preparation 

programs do not prepare aspiring leaders for the challenges of 21
st
 century educational leadership 

(Styron & LeMire, 2009; Farkas, Johnson, & Duffet, 2003).   

 Approximately 500 university programs currently offer principal leadership preparation 

programs including Master’s, Specialist’s, and Doctoral degrees (Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2012). 

University graduate schools are the primary means for preparing principals and administrators 

for school and district positions around the nation (Young & Brewer, 2008; Styron & LeMire, 
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2009). Currently 48 of 50 states require completion of a state approved administrative 

preparation program for K-12 principal certification (Mazzeo, 2003). The broad assumption has 

been that those who are certified are better qualified to lead schools than those who have not had 

the preparation (Kool-Lyon, 2009). However, in citing Levin’s work, Styron and LeMire 

proclaimed, “University courses found within principal preparation programs have little 

connection to each other or relevance to the demands of modern-day administrators… There is 

an over-reliance on adjunct faculty, many full-time professors have little or no administrative 

experience, and those who do tend to have dated experience” (p. 53). Levine, former president of 

Teachers College at Columbia University, released a compelling report targeting principal 

preparation programs in Schools of Education within America’s colleges and universities. The 

report, Educating School Leaders, focuses on the misalignment between the manner in which 

aspiring school leaders are being developed and prepared and their practical ability to 

successfully lead schools given their current, ever-changing needs. In a follow up report, Levine 

(2005) concluded “that educational administration is the weakest program that schools of 

education offer. The report found that few strong programs exist … Their shortcomings include 

irrelevant and incoherent curricula, low admission and graduation standards, inadequate clinical 

instruction, weak faculties, degrees that are irrelevant to the jobs students eventually hold, 

insufficient financial support, and poor research” (p.B16).  

 Levine’s report was a catalyst for reform of university based administrator preparation 

programs. These programs are charged with the challenge of developing quality leaders who not 

only demonstrate the knowledge, skills, and dispositions, but who generate results in a time 

sensitive manner (Bartee, 2012). In 2007, the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) 

declared the need for the redesign of university based principal preparation programs. In their 
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report, Schools can’t wait: Accelerating the redesign of university principal preparation 

programs, SREB identified specific areas of concern: 

 Current state policies and strategies intended to promote redesign of principal preparation 

programs have produced episodic change in a few institutions but have fallen short in 

producing the deeper change that would ensure all candidates master the knowledge and 

skills needed to be effective school leaders today; 

 There is a lack of urgency for refocusing the design, content, process and outcomes of 

principal preparation programs based on the needs of schools and student achievement 

and little will happen until there are committed leaders of change at every level – state, 

university, and local school district; 

 States and districts cannot depend on universities to change principal preparation 

programs on their own because the barriers to change within these organizations are too 

deeply entrenched; 

 The issue is not whether principal preparation programs need to change, but how states 

plan and carry out a redesign initiative that gets the right results  (SREB, p.6). 

 

These reports, which analyzed the findings of various studies, suggested a misalignment between 

the preparation administrators were receiving and the job demands and expectations they faced 

in the role of school leader.  It is critical that professional development of leaders meets the 

needs of the organization.  

 From this criticism has come a demand for radically improving higher education school 

leader preparation programs (Cosner, Tozer, & Smylie, 2012). Complete program overhauls and 

new metrics for assessing program effectiveness have become prevalent in calls for reform 

(Cheney & Davis, 2011; Fry, O’Neill, & Bottoms, 2006; Goldring & Schuermann, 2009; Cosner 
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et al., 2012). Kowalski advocated for “substantial reforms in administrator preparation, program 

accreditation, and state licensing standards (2004). Some literature exists that tracks the reforms 

implemented in leadership preparation programs (Fry et al., 2006), but little analysis assessing 

effectiveness is provided (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007). Many programs have aligned their 

curriculum with the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards 

(Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), 2008). The ISLLC Standards were developed 

with support from the CCSSO in an attempt to codify what high quality school leadership entails. 

Each standard addresses the connection between leadership and student success through actions 

focused on vision for learning, school culture, organizational management, collaboration, ethics, 

and the surrounding sociopolitical and cultural context (Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2012). In order to 

meet these standards, as well as develop the skills and capacity of administrators to lead 

contemporary schools, many programs have been redesigned into what is often referred to as a 

clinical model (Pelon & Wojciakowski, 2013), which bridges the theoretical study of school 

leadership with a more practical experiential approach (Zeichner, 2010). An effective 

educational leadership preparation program can empower aspiring administrators to “define a set 

of values they support, to change their views of leadership, to get a better sense of their 

leadership capabilities and to construct a personal leadership identity” (Hu, 2008, p. 1). The 

learning experiences from a preparation program are reflected in how school administrators lead 

their schools as well as in their overall impact on school culture. A preparation program also 

creates a network of support for participants (Hu, 2008). Robey and Bauer’s (2013) study of the 

changes of university based preparation programs concluded that there have been considerable 

changes, broad in scope, to programs in the last decade; schools are enhancing programs by 
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adopting design elements associated with effective programs and have responded favorably to 

the call for reform.  

Alternative Preparation Programs 

Since the late 1990’s there has been a significant increase in the number and scope of 

administrative preparation programs both in and out of the university context (Young & 

Creighton, 2002). Alternative administrator preparation programs take a variety of forms, 

including school district led programs, non-profit and for-profit third party professional 

development organizations, and partnership programs. Programs have evolved and have 

innovatively responded to the call for better school leader preparation (Davis et al., 2005).  

District-based programs are created and offered by individual school districts but may include 

collaboration with a third-party professional development organization. Many districts across the 

country have developed leadership preparation programs for aspiring administrators 

(Quenneville, 2007). Districts have the advantage of selecting candidates who have demonstrated 

leadership characteristics and capacity; they can offer curriculums relevant to the district (Davis 

et al., 2005). Third-party professional development organizations can be defined as (a) nonprofit 

organizations such as The Principal Residency Network (PRN), New Leaders for New Schools 

(NLNS), the National Institute for School Leadership (NISL), and the Wallace Foundation; (b) 

for-profit organizations such as online universities; and (c) state-based alternative certification 

programs (Barbour, 2005; Davis et al., 2005; Adkins, 2009). Barbour (2005) suggested that 

nonprofit organizations provide opportunities for preparation that enable school administrators to 

be effective leaders of the challenges of today’s schools. Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, 

and Mayerson (2005) asserted, “…most programs in this category are so new and have so few 

graduates that there is a limited basis from which to judge their effectiveness” (p.17). Non-
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traditional programs are less restricted and are more likely to develop innovative courses and 

curricula than traditional academic institutions (Adkins, 2009). Several states have developed 

leadership academies and programs that include institutes, workshops, and coaching and 

mentoring models (Davis et al., 2005), and many states provide alternate routes to certification 

(Barbour, 2005). The New York City Leadership Academy Aspiring Principal’s Program has 

been fully adapted in a handful of states. The program “is a nationally-recognized, standards-

based program that uses experiential learning methods to develop the real-world skills necessary 

for effective school leadership” (nycleadershipacademy.org, n.d.). The multitude of these types 

of programs, as well as partnership programs that offer a collaborative effort between 

universities, districts, or third-party organizations provide aspiring or novice leaders with 

opportunities for development and support outside of a traditional university program. 

Leadership Development Opportunities for Independent School Leaders 

 In many ways, the needed preparation for independent school leaders is different than for 

public school leaders, and the leadership development reform must address the specific needs 

and challenges relevant to this clientele (Cole, 2010). While many of the key aspects of the role 

of school leader in both independent and public schools are quite similar, independent school 

leaders have the additional burden of generating a marketplace and increasing demand in 

challenging economic times. In addition to guaranteeing a full enrollment, independent school 

leaders must clearly demonstrate value for expensive school tuitions, and “demonstrate with data 

that they can deliver on their promises of nurturing and stimulating individual student growth” 

(Torres, 2013). This challenge can leave independent school leaders feeling lonely, anxious, and 

ill prepared (Walsh, 2010). Unlike their peers in the public sector, many novice independent 
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school leaders do not have state licensure and have not been required to have formal training in 

educational leadership. 

 Preparation programs offered at higher education institutions, leadership institutes and 

academies, and professional development training sites primarily focus on public school 

administration; most programs offer principal and superintendent preparation and certification.  

For those individuals who desire a career in independent schools, specific programs for 

independent school leaders are scarce (Cole, 2010). In many instances, those aspiring to lead 

independent schools will adapt the preparation and training they receive as best they can to their 

independent school culture. Independent school organizations are recognizing the need to 

improve leadership programs, as noted in the 2002 NAIS report on independent school 

leadership, “A large part of the task ahead for NAIS and independent schools is to develop the 

skills of talented administrators, middle managers, and teachers already in the pipeline and 

encourage them to move up” (p.3). The question remains how best to do so. 

University-based Programs 

 Although most university-based programs are designed for public school leaders and are 

tied to state credentialing requirements, a few university-based programs do offer an educational 

administration degree or certificate specifically for independent school educators and leaders.  In 

contrast to the roughly 500 university programs that target public school leaders, a mapping 

study by Cole (2010) identified the seven university-based leadership programs specific to 

independent school leadership. These exist at the following universities: 

 Harvard University; 

 Johns Hopkins University; 

 Columbia University; 
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 University of Pennsylvania; 

 Vanderbilt University; 

 University of Richmond; 

 University of Hawaii; 

All of these programs target individuals who are aspiring or are current leaders in an independent 

school setting. The faculties for the programs are from the universities and are typically 

professionals in the field of leadership studies who have experience in independent schools. All 

programs vary with the amount of time and the course requirements. The duration of three of the 

seven programs is relatively brief, ranging from three to five day intensive sessions. For the other 

institutions, a more typical school format, year-long program is used and ranges from one year to 

fifteen months. Four of the seven programs offer a graduate degree. The remaining three 

programs offer a non-graduate certificate to recognize completion of the program (Cole, 2010). 

Clearly, the options are limited. 

Alternative programs 

 Since 2004, the National Association for Independent Schools (NAIS) has offered the 

Fellowship for Aspiring School Heads. The program has recently been redesigned. According to 

the website, the program assures applicants that it offers: 

The practical knowledge needed in applying for, accepting, and being effective in 

 your first headship, but with professional and personal support that will last your  

entire career. Through this irreplaceable network of mentors and colleagues, the 

fellowship cultivates connections that you’ll turn to again and again for advice, 

encouragement, and celebration (para. 1).   
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NAIS selects a small number of participants for each cohort; participants enter a year-long 

fellowship while continuing to work in their current jobs. The key elements of the program 

design include: 

 Mentoring by an esteemed sitting head of school; 

 Offering feedback on resume and philosophy of education; 

 Providing one-on-one career counseling; 

 Providing a summer institute led by a faculty of sitting heads ranging from new heads to 

established heads who offer a comprehensive overview of headship; 

 Programming at two NAIS Annual Conferences; 

 Engaging in a group action research project that will be presented at the 2016 NAIS 

Annual Conference; 

 Participating in a DiSC profile test;  

 Learning about key issues that heads of school face; 

 Cultivating an invaluable network of peers; 

 Learning how to navigate the head search and distinguish oneself for future head of 

school searches. 

Each fellow is paired with a mentor who is a current sitting head of school and serves as a 

faculty member for the program. NAIS makes every effort to match fellows with a mentor who 

will be able to best advise them on issues specific to their leadership journey, for example, giving 

special guidance to people of color and women (NAIS, 2014). While this is the primary 

alternative program for independent school leaders, it only serves a small segment of the 

population. The program, like its university-based counterparts, does not offer an “internship” or 
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in-training apprenticeship, and thus novice leaders are typically in for a rude awakening as they 

enter their careers in educational leadership. Additionally, it cannot match specific leadership 

development needs with organizational needs, and thus must take a broad brush approach.   

Socializing Novice School Leaders 

 New school leaders need support. “Unprepared for the isolation, interruptions, and long 

hours, principals experience stages of professional socialization as they acquire knowledge, 

confidence, and skills to perform effectively in the leadership role” (Sciarappa & Mason, 2014, 

p. 52). The socialization stages for school leaders include survival, control, stability, educational 

leadership, and professional actualization (Parkay, 1992). Parkay established that principals may 

begin at different stages and move through the stages at different rates. In examining Parkay’s 

work as part of a study on principal mentoring, Sciarappa and Mason (2014) noted, “The striking 

feature of the study, and one that supports the need for a solid mentoring program, is that a 

principal’s eventual level of socialization is strongly indicated by the end of the first year” (p. 

53). This supports the notion that novice leaders need significant coaching and mentoring to 

assist critical socialization in the first year. According to Crow (2006), the attention in the US on 

improving principal’s socialization has resulted in a “piecemeal collection of strategies without a 

conceptual understanding of socialization” (p.311). He argues that reforming university 

preparation programs is not enough; there needs to be a broader understanding of the induction 

and socialization of new principals and a “more relevant understanding of the complex 

environment in which socialization for these new principals occurs” (p. 311).  

 The socialization of school leaders involves each individual learning the intricacies of the 

school and its culture. Traditionally, socialization has been viewed as a static model with a 

beginning and end, both individually and organizationally (Walker & Carr-Stewart, 2006). More 
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recently, socialization is viewed as a “constantly evolving phenomenon; a continuous learning of 

oneself, of others, of the organization” (Gorius, p. 2). Much of the socialization process is 

informal, as school leaders enter a new environment and learn the new culture and attempt to 

effect change within in (Duke, 1987). The reality for many new principals is that they are 

“negotiating new relationship in a role and context they may have entered for the first time” 

(Walker & Carr-Stewart, 2006, p. 21). This causes many new leaders to feel like they are simply 

trying to survive.   

 Socialization is most effective when coupled with a mentoring experience (Daresh, 

2004). A 2009 study examined effective, promising, and next generation practices in principal 

socialization, development, supervision and evaluation, and succession (Zepeda et al., 2009). In a 

follow up to this study, Parylo, Zepeda, and Bengston (2012) defined mentoring as “a 

developmental partnering of two professionals, in which one individual was sharing his or her 

knowledge and expertise to inform or support the professional learning and career development 

of another” (p. 121). An important aspect of the socialization process is mentoring the new 

leader in specific areas of need within the organization.  By improving the leader’s capacity in 

identified areas of organizational need, the leader is better able to address areas of concern 

effectively (Rey, 2009).  

Mentoring New School Leaders 

 According to Playko and Daresh (1989), mentoring is a vital part of a school leader’s 

developmental process. “School leaders at all career stages – aspiring, intern, new, mid-career 

and late career – need other more experienced professionals to guide them in their journey 

through the challenges of turbulent times” (Reyes, 2003, p. 45). Mentors help aspiring and 

neophyte school leaders develop the necessary knowledge, skills, behaviors, and values to be 
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dynamic school leaders (Crow & Matthews, 1998; Reyes, 2003). Mentoring is an important 

aspect of the career development process which “socializes new members of the profession while 

developing the skills and behaviors of dynamic leaders” (Reyes, 2003, p. 46). It is a social and 

cultural process through which a new leader acquires the knowledge, skills, behaviors and values 

to succeed both in the role and in their particular environment (Crow & Matthews, 1998; 

(Daresh, 2004). Zachary (2000) has noted that the focus of mentoring has moved away from a 

product orientation to a process-oriented model that emphasizes relationship building and 

professional reflection. Daresh (2004) asserted that mentoring was “a key part of individuals 

becoming effective leaders and also as a part of socialization to leadership roles” (p. 497).  

Mentoring is regarded as an important way to fill the gaps of traditional university-based 

preparation programs (Parylo, Zepeda, & Bengston, 2012). It is relevant, job-embedded 

professional development.  

 Although mentoring was found valuable for all school leaders, it was especially effective 

in supporting and developing novice principals (Mitgang, 2007). An effective mentoring 

program offers novice principals a pool of mentors and creates “an environment in which a 

principal could pursue questions, issues, concerns, and frustrations with an experienced peer 

whose sole purpose is to provide support, advice, and direction” (Weingartner, 2009, p. 69).  

Lindley (2003) suggested that an effective mentor of the first year school leader determines 

expectations, builds the relationship with the mentee, helps the mentee to survive and to improve 

on the job, and aids the professional growth of the novice. The positive outcomes for mentees 

include support, empathy, counseling, sharing ideas and problem solving, professional 

development, improved confidence, opportunity to reflect, and an opportunity to network (Parylo 

et al., 2012; Enrich, Hansford, & Tennent, 2004; Young, Sheets, & Knight, 2005). Mentoring 
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was also found to provide “feedback/positive reinforcements, eased loneliness, and offered 

affirmation/advancement” (Zepeda et al., 2011). Browne-Ferrigno & Muth (2004) espoused “the 

incredible opportunity for leadership capacity building through reciprocal sharing between 

practicing and aspiring principals” (p.471).   

 The existing research clearly indicates the benefits of mentoring programs for leadership 

development of novice school leaders. Studies conducted by the Southern Regional Education 

Board (SREB) indicate good principals are mentored toward excellence rather than born into 

competently performing their roles. Hall (2008) noted that the “The power of an effective 

mentoring partnership is immense. The power of an ineffective or nonexistent mentoring 

relationship is equally great but with destructive consequences for the new principal” (p.449).  

Many mentoring programs have provided inadequate training for mentors and mentees, lacked a 

clear set of goals and responsibilities, and employed poorly conceived methods for mentor 

selection and mentor/protégé pairing (Daresh, 2004). Mentoring in the administrative context 

involves a person who is active, dynamic, visionary, knowledgeable and skilled (Crow & 

Matthews, 1998).  Mitgang (2007) explained: 

an effective mentoring relationship should start with a serious commitment 

to training mentors in the skills and knowledge necessary to support new  

principals as they enter the profession. The mere fact that a person has been a 

successful principal is no guarantee that he or she will be a successful mentor.  

Necessary skills include an understanding of goal setting, active listening 

and conflict management.  High-quality training for mentors also prepares  

them to provide and receive feedback that encourages self-reflection, is not  

judgmental, does not simply provide a new principal with “war stories” or “right  
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answers,” and aims at moving new principals from dependence to independence. 

(p. 7) 

 

SREB (2007) indicated that “the prevailing assumption is that it takes no special talents, training, 

tools or resources to provide effective mentoring” (p. 16). However the literature clearly 

indicates a need for mentor training to maximize the efficacy of the mentor protégé experience 

(Sciarappa & Mason, 2014; Alsbury & Hackmann, 2006; Parylo et al., 2012; Southern Regional 

Education Board [SREB], 2007). Both mentoring programs and training within them vary from 

state to state dramatically. The National Mentoring Program established in 2003 by the National 

Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) has trained over 1500 school leaders 

since its inception. The primary mentoring goal of NAESP is to execute a program that is 

effective and provides new administrators with high-quality mentoring founded on a standards 

based pedagogy (Sciarappa & Mason, 2014). SREB’s report “Good Leaders Aren’t Born – They 

are Mentored” (2007) is a guide for improving mentor programs, including stronger mentor 

selection and training practices.   

 The research on effective schools consistently indicates that strong, capable leadership is 

instrumental to school success. Thus, it is critical that effective in-school leadership preparation 

include opportunities for school leaders to develop the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors 

that they may not be able to develop through traditional educational administration curricula 

(Daresh, Dunlap, Gantner, & Hvizdak, 1998). Developing a successful mentorship model is 

complex and involves a thoughtful, intentional effort if it is to be a truly effective initiative. 

Monica Janas summarized a number of research studies that provide a foundation for focusing 

what a mentor is and does (Janas, 1996). When the stakeholders agree upon a common language 

in defining the term mentor, the likelihood of an effective partnership increases (Hall, 2008). 
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Additionally, roles must be clearly articulated and defined, expectations and specific goals must 

be established, and parameters and time frames set (Sweeny, 2003). As with any other process, 

there must be benchmark goals established and monitored (Hall, 2008; Janas, 1996). Mutual 

engagement of the mentoring partners is an essential element in establishing, maintaining, and 

experiencing successful mentoring relationships (Blumberg, 1989). Facilitating successful 

mentoring is a reflective practice that takes preparation and dedication (Blumberg, 1989). Dukes 

concluded that the best results of a mentoring relationship occur when careful matching of 

mentors and protégés occurs, clear expectations and guidelines for participants are established, 

and adequate time is allocated (Dukes, 2001).  

Mentoring Independent School Leaders 

 There is a glaring lack of literature exploring the role of mentoring in independent 

schools; this is particularly disconcerting considering independent school leaders are not required 

to hold any specific certification or licensure and thus may not have received leadership training 

in a university based preparation program. Formally, NAIS offers the Fellowship for Aspiring 

Heads program, selecting a small group of individuals to engage in a one year program where 

they are matched with a mentor. Many for-profit consulting firms exist to provide training, 

mentoring, coaching and feedback for independent school leaders as well. One well-known 

company is Independent School Management (ISM), who is dedicated to the support and 

advancement of independent school management. It offers consulting as well as professional 

development workshops. But the onus on seeking and obtaining a mentor willing to engage in a 

formal mentoring relationship appears to be on the mentee. Unfortunately, the old adage “you 

don’t know what you do know” often holds true, and a mentee may not believe that a mentor is 

necessary. Additionally, some individuals may view engaging a mentor as a sign of weakness.  
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Unfortunately, less experienced individuals are sometimes hesitant to ask those they have 

identified as successful role models for help (Caprino, 2014). Given what the literature reveals 

about the importance of school leader development and the role of mentoring in that process, it 

would appear that independent schools are not employing best practices.    

Executive Coaches for Independent School Leaders 

 McAdam defines executive coaching as “the process by which the coach uses appropriate 

listening and questioning skills to work with the participant (coachee) to enable them to review 

and ultimately own solutions to the issues upon which they seek resolution” (McAdam, 2005, p. 

5).  This approach involves hiring an expert for one-to-one targeted leadership development 

based on the needs and desires of individual being coached, ideally improving an individual’s 

capacity to lead without removing him from his work (Underhill, McAnally, & Koriath, 2007).  

Generally the coach is an outsider who can provide a neutral approach. Executive coaching is 

“the art and science of facilitating the personal and professional development, learning and 

performance of an executive by expanding his options for behaving " (Dembkowski, Eldridge, & 

Hunter, 2006, p.11). It is intended to build and sustain leadership capacity, and may support an 

executive with a leadership issue that needs remediation or a leader in transition who is moving 

into a new role (Underhill et al., 2007).  

 As top school leaders are expected to demonstrate expertise is an ever expanding array of 

areas, utilizing an executive coach could be a logical step. The National Association of 

Independent Schools (NAIS) encourages the board of trustees at independent schools to support 

their heads, particularly those new to the school, by utilizing the Executive Coaching Service 

offered through NAIS ("Executive Coaching Services," n.d.). Executive coaches who specialize 

in working with independent school leaders note the relationship provides the school leader with 
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a confidential, safe environment where school leaders can work through their issues with an 

impartial third party (Stewart, 2015). The president of the Southern Association of Independent 

Schools (SAIS), Steve Robinson, believes professional coaching will continue to grow in the 

independent school community. He explains,  

I believe executive coaching is something that’s very needed in independent schools, and 

will be a trend in the future of schools. When you look at how much it costs to hire a 

head, the cost of an executive coach is a minor expense to help ensure a successful 

placement. I am encouraging first time heads, but also experienced heads, to consider this 

resource (Stewart, 2015, p. 1).   

This is a field that is likely to continue to grow.   

Summary 

 Independent school leaders face substantial challenges in leading schools. However, 

leadership preparation in independent schools lacks a structured, systematic approach. While an 

abundance of literature discussing leadership development for public school principals describes 

how school systems induct, socialize and develop novice school leaders, very little scholarly 

literature focuses specifically on independent schools. Numerous studies indicate that the school 

leader’s role has become increasingly complex and demanding, and there is a real need for 

individualized support of new school leaders to counteract the feelings of isolation and anxiety 

that often plague those in the role. Often independent school leaders ascend to the leadership 

position directly from the classroom, or advance into a more significant leadership position 

having had little exposure to particular demands of the role. While gaining experience and 

learning on the job are necessary, they cannot be the primary means of professional 

development.  
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 Each new independent school leader brings to the role a unique set of leadership traits 

and characteristics, skill sets and knowledge. Each has strengths and weaknesses and varying 

levels of capacity for the demands of the job. Thus, it is pivotal that novice independent school 

leaders are provided with professional development opportunities that best meet their needs. As 

job expectations expand, opportunities for professional growth materialize. Ideally, an 

experienced mentor can structure systematic professional development for the new leader to 

increase his or her capabilities in an area of need for the school.  

Implications of the Literature Review for Harborview Academy 

 The literature review will guide the Harborview Academy strategic planning team in 

creating an induction program for the new Head of School, who will begin his tenure at 

Harborview Academy on July 6, 2015. Additionally, the team will construct a plan to enhance 

the expertise of novice division heads. The SPT will consider the scholarly research when 

designing programs to best match the needs of individual school leaders with the organizational 

needs of Harborview Academy.    
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Chapter 2: The Strategic Plan 

Section I – The Strategic Planning Team 

  Harborview Academy is a PK-12 independent school in Alabama. Similar to other 

independent schools, Harborview Academy experiences leadership transitions at all levels of the 

school organization. Often, new leaders do not have the benefit of a systematic process of local 

induction, socialization, and professional development. Leadership transition teams, with 

associated development and support structures, are rarely used in independent schools (Bassett, 

2004). Because independent schools function as a single school with a governing board, there is 

no district-wide network of mentor leaders who might provide training and support to leaders 

transitioning to a new school. In recent years, Harborview Academy has experienced difficulties 

in inducting and developing its leadership, as evidenced by the turnover of three heads of school 

in three years, four upper school directors in four years, and an intermediate school head who 

held the position for only two years. In 2012, a new head of school was appointed by the board 

of trustees, following the long tenure of the retiring head. After two challenging years, the head 

of school resigned, and an interim was put in place. July 1, 2015 a new head of school took the 

helm. Additionally, Harborview Academy has had leadership transitions in the key roles of 

division head. The upper school, grades 7 to 12, has had four division heads in four years. The 

intermediate school, grades 3 to 6, is currently experiencing a leadership transition as the former 

division head left after two years. These transitions impact the school in many ways. Having 

experienced leadership induction and transition at Harborview Academy first hand, and having 

served in two roles within the organization in two years, this researcher asked the interim head in 

the fall of 2014 what he thought about assembling a team to develop a strategic plan to induct 

and develop new or novice leaders at Harborview Academy. The interim head of school felt that 
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this was an excellent idea and suggested several staff members to serve on this strategic planning 

team.   

 In an effort to address the problem of leadership development at Harborview 

Academy, a strategic planning team (SPT) was assembled in October of 2014. The team was 

comprised of the interim head of school, the four division heads, and a board member.  

Harborview Academy is divided into three divisions: the primary school (grades Pre-

Kindergarten to second grade), the intermediate school (grades 3 – 6), and upper school, (grades 

7 – 12). Additionally, the school serves students with identified learning disabilities through a 

separate division called “The Learning Place,” an auxiliary program offering extra support 

through a pull-out and pay-for services model. The director of the Learning Place serves as a 

fourth division head, and therefore was a member of the SPT. She served as a classroom special 

education teacher prior to taking on the role of director of the Learning Place. The Provost (who 

is the researcher and now serves as the interim intermediate school head) was selected to lead the 

team. These individuals ranged in levels of experience. The upper school division head was in 

his first year of administration at this level and he was new to the community. The intermediate 

school division head was in his second year, having served 14 years as a classroom teacher at 

Harborview until being moved into the administrative role. The primary school division head 

was in her first full year serving solely as an administrator; in years past she worked as a 

classroom teacher and part time administrator. She had been at Harborview for almost 40 years. 

The interim head of school had retired from a long career as a head of school out of state, and 

moved to the community to accept the one-year interim position.   

The team met weekly to discuss the topic of leadership at Harborview Academy, 

recognizing that improving leadership transitions would result in more successful experiences for 
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leaders. Harborview Academy uses a non-systematic, on-the-job initiation process for new 

leaders.  According to the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS), independent 

school leaders are rarely promoted within their own schools. NAIS (2010) found that 76% of 

school heads and 60% of school administrators were hired from outside their current school. This 

has been true at Harborview Academy, where the last 5 heads of school have been employed 

from outside the school community. For leaders new to the school, this “newness” creates special 

challenges not just in leading their new school, but in understanding and acclimating to the local 

community. In any leadership endeavor, understanding the values, priorities, and beliefs of the 

organizational community one is expected to lead is central to the job. In independent schools, 

the relevance of understanding the local culture is particularly significant to a leader’s success 

given that the governing board of the organization is nearly always comprised of parents and 

community members with long-standing and vested ties to the school. The head of school is 

hired to translate the vision of the board and perhaps to expand the influence of the vision of the 

board, but a relationship of mutual understanding is the beginning of such effective collaboration 

and leadership. For new heads the lack of systematic induction, development, and transition 

support is stressful and isolating and, as pointed out in the literature review, may contribute to a 

high degree of failed leadership transitions in independent schools. Although this researcher 

could not locate published data reporting the turnover rates for new leaders in independent 

schools, NAIS survey data found that the majority of independent school heads plan to change 

jobs or retire in the next five years, and 78 % of school administrators reported not being 

interested in pursuing a head of school position (NAIS, 2010). Thus, if the high turnover rate 

occurs as predicted by NAIS, a lack of systematized, supportive development of independent 

school leaders could be a barrier to effective independent school leadership.   
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 There is a rich research base examining leadership development for public school 

educators; however, literature focusing specifically on the topic of leadership development in 

independent schools is extremely limited. This chapter presents a needs assessment to inform 

Harborview Academy’s strategic planning team to improve the leadership transition and success 

of Harborview Academy’s future head of school and division heads. This needs assessment will 

focus on (1) the type of support new independent school leaders need generally and the best way 

to provide it, and (2) the specific capacities needed to lead instructional improvement efforts, 

particularly in mathematics. Hopefully, this plan will be helpful to other independent schools 

experiencing leadership transitions as well as contribute to the national literature on this 

important topic.  

In an effort to clarify its purpose and objectives, the SPT established its vision and 

mission, aligning them to Harborview Academy’s published mission statement.  

The vision. Harborview Academy strives for measurable academic growth in all students. 

Division heads will demonstrate instructional leadership in guiding academic improvements at 

Harborview. New and novice leaders at Harborview Academy will be coached through the 

induction and socialization processes and will receive systematic mentoring in areas of need to 

enhance their professional development.  

 The mission. Mentoring, coaching and training will be provided to new and novice school 

leaders at Harborview Academy to improve their transitions to leadership roles and improve their 

capacity to lead in ways that are meaningful to the organization. Division heads will lead 

Harborview Academy’s utilization of research-based curricula and materials, strong core 

instruction, and class-wide Response to Intervention protocols with fidelity to improve student 

performance.  
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 The core values and beliefs. Harborview Academy’s core values are: 

 Excellence – Always do and expect your best; 

 Responsibility – Be accountable for your actions; 

 Integrity – Be honest with strong moral principles, doing the right thing even when 

unpopular; 

 Leadership – Influence others by motivating and encouraging them to achieve shared 

goals; 

 Community – Function effectively in a dynamic environment where relationships are at 

the core of what makes us strong; 

 Respect – Treat others with tolerance and dignity. 

These guiding principles helped to establish a framework guiding the SPT throughout the 

planning process.  

Section II: The SPT – The Work 

 After the first two meetings, the strategic planning team agreed that one way to determine 

the types of training and experiences to provide new leaders would be to survey emerging 

leaders in independent schools to determine their perceived professional development needs. The 

Developing Independent School Leaders (DISL) survey was designed to explore (1) participants’ 

assessment of their own leadership proficiencies, (2) specific areas of leadership skill for which 

they felt the need for additional training, and (3) specific methods of training that respondents’ 

reported as most useful. The survey was developed after careful examination of the relevant 

literature about principal development, lengthy discussions with the STP about specific 

challenges experienced by team members in their leadership transitions and growth, and first-

hand interactions between the researcher and members of the 2015 cohort in the NAIS Aspiring 
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Heads program. As the team leader, this researcher took on the responsibility of synthesizing the 

information gathered and generating the survey questions. STP members reviewed the survey. 

Revision recommendations included minor wording adjustments to improve clarity for specific 

questions, providing definitions for terms such as “mentor” and “coach,” and the addition of one 

leadership proficiency (using data to define the value proposition) pertinent to leading effective 

independent schools (Pagano, 2009). This item is of particular importance to independent 

schools, as they must always be able to prove to customers the value of an independent school 

education in the face of high tuitions and free competition. The survey items were reviewed for 

content validity by the STP as well as an expert panel that consisted of two current heads of 

school and two experienced researchers in the field of education, and they were determined to 

exhibit content and face validity, as the survey questions matched what was being assessed. 

Three local school leaders, all independent school division heads, pilot tested the survey. Using 

the web-based format, three local school administrators clicked on the survey link within an 

invitation email, completed the survey while recording the amount of time that was required, and 

provided additional suggestions for revision to individual survey items and directions. All three 

pilot participants reported taking the survey in 10-15 minutes. Only one change was suggested, 

which resulted in the inclusion of an open-ended comment question. Items in the survey were 

generated based on the NAIS State of Independent School Leadership report (NAIS, 2010), 

which included a breakdown of the job demands as reported by current heads. This pilot test 

ensured reliability, or the consistency of the measurement. The expert panel deemed the survey 

would yield dependable results. The survey inquired about the respondents’ comfort level or skill 

level performing the primary functions of a school, including admissions, board relations, 

fundraising, business operations, legal operations, marketing, and instructional leadership. The 
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final version of the survey is provided in the appendix. Appropriate institutional approvals were 

obtained prior to the start of this study (see appendix). All participants consented to participation 

and no potentially identifying information was linked to particular respondents, nor was any 

identifying information published.  

Survey items. The survey had 42 items in three categories: optional contact information, 

demographic and setting information, and questions focused on determining current leadership 

development practices and existing needs for leadership development in independent schools. 

Item response formats included ranking, multiple choice, Likert scales, and open-ended 

comments. Likert-type scales are useful when measuring characteristics of people such as 

attitudes, feelings, opinions, etc. These latent constructs are generally thought of as unobservable 

individual characteristics (meaning that there is no concrete, objective measurement) that are 

believed to exist and cause variations in behavior (Allen & Seaman, 2007; Likert, 1932).  

DISL surveys were sent to individuals who participated in the NAIS Fellowship for 

Aspiring Heads program during the last five years. The Aspiring Heads program was established 

in 2004 to provide school leaders with the practical knowledge needed to be effective in their 

initial head of school job, as well as to connect aspiring heads to a network of mentors and 

colleagues. Each year, NAIS publicizes the fellowship application process to member schools in 

an effort to recruit participants interested in career advancement. The researcher is a participant 

in the 2015 cohort. In a discussion of leadership development at the February 2015 NAIS 

conference, many members of the fellowship cohort affirmed the need for improved efforts by 

independent schools to mentor and develop aspiring and new school leaders. Thus, this was a 

natural pool of individuals to survey in an effort to learn more about the topic.  
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The 1-year Aspiring Heads fellowship was refined and improved in 2014 in an effort to 

be more practical and applicable, and changes were based on specific feedback from earlier 

cohorts. During the week-long seminar each summer, the programming now includes the 

exploration of relevant case studies, role playing scenarios led by faculty, and specific, focused 

advice in areas such as the initial communication from the Head’s office. A successful applicant 

to the fellowship requires a minimum of a master’s degree, 3 years of administrative experience 

at an NAIS member school, and the formal endorsement of the current school head.  Selected 

applicants are matched with a mentor who is a current sitting head of school at an NAIS 

independent school and who serves as a faculty member for the fellowship. The goal of the 

fellowship is to demystify the role of head, teach participants about key issues that heads of 

schools face, and establish a strong peer network for new heads (NAIS, 2014). 

Procedure. The researcher sent individual emails to each eligible participant, which 

included all past participants in the aspiring heads program from 2011 until this year (N=315). 

To facilitate response rates, a researcher in North Carolina contacted aspiring head 

administrators affiliated with the North Carolina Association of Independent Schools (NCAIS) 

by email and encouraged them to respond to the survey. This individual leads NCAIS and 

actively promotes leadership development in North Carolina independent schools. An electronic 

introductory letter described the purpose of the study and asked each recipient to participate.  

The survey was administered online using Google form, and a link to the survey was provided in 

the email. Participants read and consented to participation to activate the survey link. The survey 

was available for 30 days (April 15 – May 15, 2015) once the link was activated, and the system 

did not send reminders. Participation required no more than 15 minutes. Responses were 

organized via the Google form interface. All data were downloaded to a local datafile that 
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contained no potentially identifying information for data analysis. An automatic thank you email 

was generated from the system thanking participants for completing the survey.   

Study: Developing Independent School Leaders Survey 

 Participants.  Eligible survey respondents were individuals enrolled in the Aspiring 

Heads cohorts from 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015 (N = 315). The NAIS Fellowship for 

Aspiring Head’s program selects independent school administrators throughout the country who 

desire to become Heads of School in independent schools. Most are members of administrative 

teams in their current schools. Of the 315 eligible participants, 18 emailed survey requests were 

returned as undeliverable, indicating that the individual was no longer an employee at the school. 

Seventeen of those cases came from the 2011 cohort of Aspiring Heads, indicating a change in 

their employment status at some point during the past four years.  Of the 297 delivered emails, 

149 participants (50%, 47% of the eligible sample of 315) completed a survey. Considering the 

evident salience of the topic to the sample population, a strong response rate was anticipated 

(Sheehand & McMillian, 1999; Watt, 1999). Based on a comprehensive research study of 

response rates for internet surveys, the average response rate is 36.83% (Bartel-Sheehan, 2006).  

Thus the 50% response rate was considered strong.   

School location was an optional response and about half (73 of 149) of the respondents 

reported their school location. Of those reporting location, 69 different NAIS-member schools 

(approximately 5% of NAIS schools) were represented with a greater proportion of respondents 

coming from NAIS member schools in North Carolina where a stronger recruitment effort was 

made (15 of the 69 reporting schools or about 22% were from North Carolina). Of those who 

chose to report school location, 25 different states were represented. Hence the sample included 
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respondents from all over the U.S., but a greater proportion of respondents reporting location 

came from the southeastern U.S.   

Slightly more males than females responded to the survey (56% of the sample was male).  

Gender proportions of respondents were consistent with those of NAIS leaders in general which 

has more male leaders than female leaders (NAIS, 2010). 

 Most respondents (45%) were working as division heads at the time of their survey 

participation.  Other job roles included assistant or associate head of school (21%), academic 

dean (8%), dean of students (6%), director of admissions or enrollment/management (4%), and 

head of school (3%). A total of 11% of respondents described their current job position as 

“other” which most typically referred to positions such as dean of faculty or department chair. 

Respondents had been in their current positions for less than 2 years (23%), 2-3 years (12%), 3-5 

years (30%), 5-10 years (26%) and more than 10 years (11%).  

 Respondents worked at a variety of types of independent schools. Most (66%) work at 

day schools serving grades PK-12. Others reported that they were employed at day schools 

serving PK-8 (13%), 6-12 day schools (3%), boarding schools (9%), or other configurations of 

grade levels (8%).   

Most respondents reported having a master’s degree in education (43%) or a master’s 

degree in a field other than education (40%). Thirteen percent held a doctorate degree and 4% 

held a bachelor’s degree
1
.  

When asked about career goals, respondents reported that in the next five years, they 

planned to be working at an independent school in a job “above” their current positions (57%), 

still working in their current positions (22%), working at another independent school in a similar 

                                                           
1
 Admission requirements to the NAIS Fellowship for Aspiring Heads have evolved, and a small 

population of past participants do not have a Master’s Degree.  
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position (9%), retired (5%), working in a job outside of independent schools (4%), or undecided 

(3%).  

 Survey Results 

Overall, 149 individuals of 315 eligible individuals (47%) completed a survey. Of these 

149, only 3% of respondents were current heads of school, all for 2 years or less. The remaining 

respondents were school administrators (most commonly division heads). Participants rated how 

prepared they felt in different areas of independent school leadership including admissions, 

board relations, using data to evaluate the value proposition, and other areas enumerated in table 

2. Ratings were made on a 5-point Likert scale, with 1 indicating the respondent felt very 

prepared and 5 indicating the respondent felt very unprepared.  

Overall, 65% of all responses provided to these questions were 1’s and 2’s indicating that 

most respondents felt very well prepared to conduct the leadership functions associated with the 

areas of school leadership identified by NAIS. On average, 21% of responses across items were 

3’s, and the remaining 14% were 4’s and 5’s. For nearly all items, the most frequent response 

was a 1 or 2. In only three areas did participants give a neutral rating (average rating of 3) and 

these were development/fundraising, legal operations, and facilities management. Items where 

greater than 10% of respondents reported feeling unprepared or very unprepared (rating 4 or 5) 

included board relations (23%), business operations (26%), development (29%), legal operations 

(35%), facilities management (18%), marketing (13%), using data to inform programming 

(12%), and using data to evaluate the value proposition (11%).  

Table 2 

Self-Rated Levels of Preparation in Various Aspects of Independent School Leadership 

Leadership areas 

                                                                              

1 

Very 

2 3 

 

4 5 

Very 
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prepared Neutral unprepared 

Admissions 32 41 18 7 1 

Board relations 17 37 23 16 7 

Business operations 14 31 30 20 6 

Curriculum 48 29 13 6 4 

Development/Fundraising 10 24 37 19 10 

Faculty relations 68 25 2 1 3 

Legal operations 3 27 36 22 13 

Parent relations 73 21 2 3 1 

Public relations 37 44 13 3 3 

Student relations 85 8 4 1 1 

Facilities management 11 29 43 15 3 

Marketing 18 37 31 12 1 

Using data to inform programing 39 36 13 9 3 

Using data to evaluate the value 

proposition 

30 36 23 8 3 

Awareness of contemporary education 

policy 

27 43 23 3 3 

Note. Values in table are percentages of respondents in each category. 

 Respondents were asked to select all types of leadership training that they felt would be 

useful to them from a list of training strategies. There was no limit on the number of training 

strategies that could be selected by each respondent. Figure 1 displays a summary of the number 

of times a training strategy was selected by respondents. The most favored type of training was 

mentoring with live coaching. In general, the more preferred training strategies were post-degree 

and included the more intensive training options.    

Figure 1. Leadership Training Strategies Preferred by Respondents (Duplicated) 



   

55 

 

 

 Three yes/no questions were asked about leadership training during the first 2 years of a 

leadership position. Many (67%) respondents indicated that they anticipated having or were 

currently experiencing adequate leadership training and development within their first two years 

of independent school leadership. On the survey, a mentor was defined as a trusted advisor with 

whom the respondent would have regularly scheduled, formal contact. A mentor was someone 

who had experience working in a similar context, doing a similar job. An executive coach was 

defined as an individual hired to customize learning and professional development to meet a 

leader’s specific needs, regardless of the context in which one works. Executive coaches are 

common in the business world, but relatively rare in independent schools. When respondents 

were asked if they had considered using a mentor or executive coach, 88% of respondents 

reported having considered working with a mentor. This researcher was interested in the 

discrepancy of responses between the interest in a mentor and lack of interest in an executive 

coach.  To explore these results, five participants were chosen at random from the respondents 

who indicated on the DISL survey that they would be willing to participate in a follow up 

interview.  Each was asked two questions: (1) Did you select that you were interested in 
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professional development through a mentor, but not with an executive coach? And (2) What did 

you perceive as the difference between the two, impacting your choice?  All 5 individuals 

answered “yes” to the first question, and all 5 gave similar responses to the second question.  

Each felt that a strong mentor could positively impact his leadership and support his professional 

growth.  Each indicated that this mentor would be a sitting head of school at an independent 

school, and thus would have specific first-hand experience that was relevant.  Each viewed an 

executive coach as a hired consultant who may or may not have direct experience leading a 

similar school to their specific setting. Respondents indicated that a mentor was a trusted 

confidante with whom one builds a strong, lasting relationship, whereas an executive coach 

would not likely include the same warm relationship and would serve only a specific purpose.  

Each appeared to attach an emotional response to a mentor that was not evident in their 

discussions about executive coaches. 

 Rank order of leadership development needs. Participants ranked their own need for 

professional development in the areas listed in Table 3. Items were forced rankings and required 

respondents to rank each possibility with a rank order of 1 to 15. Each value is the percentage of 

times a given category was ranked in a given rank order position from 1 to 15 across 

respondents. Survey respondents most frequently selected “business operations” as the area in 

which they felt the most pressing need for leadership development. Given that most respondents 

came from a teacher background and led in roles that did not involve overseeing business 

operations, it is logical that many would feel less proficient in this area. Respondents ranked 

legal operations and board relations high on the areas of desired professional development; these 

also represent areas in which most school administrators do not have regular experience as part 

of the function of their role. Ranking last on the list was technology integration indicating 
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respondents felt proficient in their knowledge of how to integrate technology with learning in 

independent schools. Additionally, curriculum development, faculty relations, professional 

development and school culture were areas that respondents felt proficient. It is logical to believe 

that school administrators regularly engage in these aspects of school leadership and thus may 

have felt more confident that their skills were adequate in these areas.   

Table 3 

Top 5 Rank Order of Desired Additional Professional Development by Leadership Area in 

Percentages 

  1  2  3  4  5 

Business Operations  28  16  12  8  9 

Legal Operations  24  6  9  14  13 

Board Relations  23  10  13  9  4 

Capital Campaign  22  18  6  13  9 

Development/Fundraising   14  14  14  10  9 

Budget  13  10  10  13  8 

Marketing/ Public Relations  8  7  8  13  8 

Parent Relations  8  1  5  3  6 

Curriculum Development  7  4  6  8  5 

School Culture  7  4  8  6  6 

Faculty Relations  7  5  2  5  4 

Admissions  6  4  10  4  14 

Professional Development   6  4  7  6  5 

Technology Integration  3  6  7  6  8 

Note: All values are the percentages of times a strategy was ranked in a given position. 

School leaders were asked to rank the areas in which they most desired to grow 

professionally. The researcher assumed respondents would consider more important those areas 

that respondents thought were more relevant to running an effective independent school. Figure 2 

depicts the responses, indicating that business operations was the most desired area for 

professional development. The bars designate the percentage of respondents who indicated the 

desire for professional development in a particular area. 

Figure 2. Respondents’ Desired Professional Development 
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Discussion 

 This study was designed to inform the Harborview Academy Strategic Planning Team 

about leadership development in independent schools. In most cases, novice independent school 

leaders are expected to improve and grow their leadership capacity on the job, reacting to 

situations as necessary. Additionally, leaders new to independent schools often find the induction 

and socialization process challenging, as the lack of a systematic methodology for such an 

orientation can be stressful and isolating. According to the survey, aspiring leaders were most 

likely to desire further professional development in the external areas in which most 

administrators, such as division heads, have limited experience. A significantly large number of 

respondents indicated the desire for a mentor with whom to work closely, particularly one who 

could offer live coaching and feedback. This highly personalized approach to the development of 

novice leaders would allow for individualized growth in the areas of greatest need. It is important 

that professional development aligns with organizational needs so that efforts to generate leaders 

who can advance their own school initiatives are realized. Such a support system would improve 
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the transition for new leaders, encouraging them to build capacity while permitting them to rely 

upon the wisdom of a skilled school leader. It is likely that respondents believed that a dedicated 

mentor could offer guidance and professional development that directly addressed the particular 

needs of the respondent. A mentorship model allows for new leaders to proactively learn and 

develop skills, while also having a supportive network when reaction is necessary. This survey 

was designed to inform generalized areas of need in leadership development for independent 

school administrators desiring to lead schools. It is evident that aspiring independent school 

leaders’ desire improved professional development in the areas of board of trustees relations, 

business office management, and legal operations. These are areas in which independent school 

administrators such as division heads have very little daily interactions. It is important that in 

preparing aspiring leaders, those areas that are important in running an effective independent 

school are incorporated into the induction and professional development process. Few 

respondents utilized the open comment question, but those who did reiterated the need for 

professional development in areas that they have the least experience. 

 Limitations. In reviewing this data with the SPT at Harborview, the question was posed 

whether the respondents who essentially had not had the experience of leading a school and 

being responsible for the total operation, knew what they didn’t know. The survey identifies 

areas in which the respondents most likely indicate a lack of confidence or experience. The most 

important limitation to this study is the self-report nature of the data. On the one hand, this 

researcher wanted to understand the perceptions of aspiring leaders and the best way to do that 

was to survey them. However, the responses were likely influenced by a number of factors that 

were not measured in this study. Most administrators do not have exposure to all aspects of 

running a school; it is likely that respondents indicated the desire for professional development in 



   

60 

 

areas in which they had the least experience. This does not necessarily indicate that the responses 

reflect the most important priorities in running an effective school. The sample size was adequate 

but more heavily represented a single state (North Carolina). Responses may have been 

influenced by the Aspiring Heads program focus experienced by different cohorts, for example 

in 2014 the program was redesigned to be more focused on the practical and “real” aspects of the 

headship, rather than the previous focus on educational leadership theory.  

 There are practical implications to this study. The SPT agreed that novice school leaders 

would be served best by a mentor relationship and a structured induction, socialization and 

professional development program. While learning on the job is necessary, it should not be the 

primary means of capacity building in new independent school leaders. Exposure to areas that 

are important to the functional running of an independent school, but may be outside of the 

current job description of aspiring leaders is an important component of effective leadership 

development, particularly if an administrator is being developed to take on added responsibility 

associated to such functions. Through regularly scheduled meetings with a mentor, where a 

specific agenda is integrated with related focuses particular to the mentees current experiences, 

an aspiring leader gains confidence and expands her expertise. By aligning leadership 

development with organizational needs, a leader can best prepare to meet the demands of the 

role.  

Section III – Strategic Plan for Harborview Academy 

 To properly acclimate a new leader to Harborview Academy, it is critical that the 

individual be educated about the organizational culture, the board, parents, community and 

challenges. The SPT discussed that it was critical for any new leaders at Harborview Academy 

to understand the strengths and weaknesses at the school. To gain this information, the 
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researcher led the SPT in a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) analysis. 

In examining Harborview’s academic data, as well as considering the results of the 2014 parent 

satisfaction survey released by the board of trustees, the SPT determined that the school’s most 

pressing need was for academic improvement. In response to the SWOT analysis, academic 

targets were identified, and a preliminary action plan was created and implemented.  

The SWOT Analysis 

 Harborview Academy is an independent school and thus has an applicant selection 

process.  It is a resource-rich environment and does not face many of the obstacles and 

challenges many public schools face. It is a small community, which prides itself on valuing the 

individual student. The SPT conducted a preliminary SWOT analysis of the academic health of 

school to take a wide-scale view of academics at Harborview Academy. All standardized test 

data (Stanford Achievement Test, PSAT, ACT, AP) from the previous five years was examined 

for trends. The parent satisfaction survey was utilized, as was the board of trustees charge to the 

interim head of school (2014-2015) and the charge to the new head of school (2015).  The SPT 

members also had first-hand knowledge of issues within their own divisions. Figure 3 identifies 

preliminary findings. 

Figure 3. Harborview Academy Academic SWOT Analysis 

SWOT –  HARBORVIEW ACADEMY ACADEMICS 

STRENGTHS 

 

 ACT scores consistently above 26, 

outperforming local public schools, 

SAIS and national averages; 

 Capable faculty;  

 Resource rich; 

 Newly formed academic committee in 

agreement that academics need to be 

improved; 

 Strong parent support, particularly in 

WEAKNESSES 

 

 Stanford 10 scores flat over 5 years; 

 Stanford 10 scores lower than desired, 

particularly in math grades 2-8; 

 Weak AP scores; 

 Some faculty extremely resistant to 

change; 

 No specific academic targets have 

been articulated to faculty; 

 No progress monitoring plan in place; 
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the younger grades. 

 

 

 No previous expectation on using data 

to drive instruction. 

OPPORTUNITIES 

 

 Increase in PD budget;  

 Support from board to tackle “one 

problem at a time” in effort to address 

the larger academic picture; 

 “Provost” position newly created to 

address academic needs of school; 

 Use the past 5 years of academic data 

(SAT 10, PSAT, ACT, AP) to set 

targets and goals.  

 

 

 

THREATS 

 

 Faculty members who are resistant to 

change have ability to undermine 

implementation of initiatives; 

 Getting “buy-in” from all stakeholders 

is a challenge; 

 Majority of parent population unaware 

that significant academic; 

improvements are needed; messaging 

is a challenge; 

 Progress is sometimes thwarted by 

“tradition” and the desire to do what 

has always been done. 

 

The initial SWOT analysis illuminated the need to develop an accurate picture of Harborview 

Academy’s academic standing. A 5-year longitudinal study of existing data was conducted to 

create an academic profile of Harborview Academy to guide the SPT. The most significant 

finding was in the Stanford Achievement Test, version 10 (SAT-10; Pearson, 2002) data in 

grades 2 through 8. For each year and grade, the percentile rank equivalent is provided for 

reading and mathematics is provided in Table 4.  

 In examining the data over time, all grades showed a lack of growth in percentile rank, 

and overall, math was weaker than reading. As a college preparatory school, Harborview 

Academy strives for academic excellence. As such, the SPT has determined that scores in the 

85
th

 percentiles are now target goals; this recommendation will be shared with the board of 

trustees for affirmation. This goal is significantly higher than current percentile levels, but 

considered appropriate for a college preparatory independent school. 

Table 4 

 Harborview Academy’s Percentile Equivalent for Total Reading and Total Math 
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Year 

Total 

Reading 

Total 

Math 
 Grade 2 2010 82 71  

 2011 71 71  

 2012 71 70  

 2014 73 68  

Grade 3 2010 85 77  

 2011 88 78  

 2012 81 78  

 2014 81 71  

Grade 4 2010 76 75  

 2011 78 79  

 2012 86 81  

 2014 80 82  

Grade 5 2010 76 72  

 2011 75 71  

 2012 75 77  

 2014 79 81  

Grade 6 2010 81 74  

 2011 79 77  

 2012 74 75  

 2014 83 83  

Grade 7 2010 74 72  

 2011 76 76  

 2012 74 74  

 2014 76 81  

Grade 8 2010 73 74  

 2011 76 76  

 2012 72 78  

 2014 76 77  

Note. The 2013 data are excluded due to fall testing; all other testing was spring normed. 

 College entrance exam scores are used to compare secondary schools because readiness 

for college is a logical outcome of effective secondary schooling. The extent to which secondary 

school has adequately prepared students to be admitted to and successfully complete a four-year 

college degree is a quality metric that is commonly used to characterize the quality of 

independent schools. The data in the following tables was used by the SPT to understand 

Harborview Academy’s academic profile. In table 5, ACT average composite scores are provide 
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for Harborview Academy in the years since 2009 with 100% of students participating in ACT 

testing. In subsequent columns, average ACT composite scores are provided for Alabama, the 

U.S., and the Southern Association of Independent Schools (SAIS). NAIS does not report these 

data. 

Table 5  

Average ACT Scores (Composite) 

 

 
Harborview State Nation SAIS 

English 

      2009 27.6 20.5 20.6 25.1 

 2010 28.3 20.4 20.5 25.5 

 2011 28.8 20.4 20.6 25.6 

 2012 26.9 20.3 20.5 25.5 

 2013 26.6 20.5 20.2 25.6 

 2014 29 20.7 20.3 25.7 

Math 

      2009 26.6 19.5 21 24.2 

 2010 27.4 19.5 21 24.5 

 2011 27.2 19.6 21.1 24.7 

 2012 24.6 19.6 21.1 24.7 

 2013 26.6 19.5 20.9 24.8 

 2014 27 19.5 20.9 24.7 

   

The SPT noted that ACT data demonstrated that gains in English Language Arts proficiency 

were made after grade 8. The SAT-10 data for 8
th

 grade English shows that grade level 

consistently performing in the mid-70
th

 percentile.  However, in the actual ACT data, taken 

junior or senior year, the English scores demonstrate improvement.  Analysis of data by the SPT 

included determining which students had met ACT benchmarks based on the Aspire test given to 

students in grades 9 and 10. The 2013 Data are provided in table 6. 

Table 6 
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 2013 ACT Composite Scores (and Percent at Benchmark in Mathematics and Reading based on 

ASPIRE) 

Grade Composite 

Mean 

Math  

Percent at 

Benchmark 

English 

Percent at 

Benchmark 

9 (forecast*) 21 – 25  

21 - 27 

67% 85% 

10(forecast*) 20 - 24 

22 - 27 

42% 89% 

11/12 (actual) 25.5 74% 98% 

*ACT forecast scores are generated from ASPIRE scores. 

The ASPIRE test administered to ninth and tenth grade students indicated whether a 

student had reached the benchmark for mathematics and English and provided a forecasted 

composite score on the ACT. Based on the Aspire results of Harborview Academy students, as 

well as the ACT results, the English scores indicated that students were on target. However, in 

mathematics, a significant number of students had not reached the benchmark and were 

forecasted to score below the targeted goal on the ACT.  

In sum, the SAT-10 and ASPIRE indicated that mathematics was weak system-wide, and 

mathematics achievement was selected by the SPT as the focus for academic improvement. The 

SAT-10 math scores were examined more closely at each grade level. In Figure 1, percentile 

rank equivalent scores are shown by year for each grade level from 2010 to 2014. The scores for 

the five previous years indicated a lack of growth across all grade levels. Second grade and third 

grade were lower performing than the higher grades. Ordinary least squares regression was used 

to estimate future performance based on the preceding years’ growth. Slopes ranged from -.5 to 

3, indicating that growth was unlikely for most grades and that some grades were predicted to 

decline in mathematics performance without a change to instruction.  
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Figure 4. Stanford Achievement Test Total Mathematics Percentile Rank Equivalents 

 

Scores and trends were consistent across multiple grades and multiple measures and 

multiple years. With confidence, the SPT concluded that there was a need to improve academic 

performance at Harborview Academy. Because math was consistently weakest at every grade 

level on the SAT-10 and the ACT, math was the initial focus of improvement efforts. 

Harborview Academy is a college preparatory school, boasting a college acceptance rate of 

100%. The school’s goal is to prepare each student for success in college, ensuring each student 

is ready and able to conquer the academic course work at the university level. Considering the 

importance of mathematics proficiency and learning trajectories in predicting enrollment and 

completion of a 4-year college degree (Lee, 2012), targeting mathematics proficiency was 

considered an important and high-priority target for systemic improvement. 

The preliminary work 

 In an effort to prepare for strategic planning, substantial preliminary work had to be 

conducted by the STP. Proximal targets and distal targets were defined and prioritized. The 
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proximal targets set were similar to the target of intervention, and thus was a direct measure. 

Improving mathematics performance on standardized tests is a longer term target, having the 

meaningful impact of decreasing the number of students who fall into the risk range on the SAT-

10, PSAT, ASPIRE and ACT, and thus reducing the number of students who would potentially 

need to enroll in remedial college math courses upon college entry. The primary proximal goal 

was to improve mathematics fluency, particularly in grades 1 through 6, given that this 

instructional target received little attention in the existing core instructional program. By 

systematically moving the proximal target, monitoring that improvement closely, and making 

adjustments as needed, the distal target, which is a generalization measure, would be reached.  

 By engaging in a year of direct mentoring (as the mentee), while learning to utilize data 

to improve academic performance, this researcher was able to bridge the theoretical and clinical 

aspects of leadership development in an effort to prepare to mentor a novice leader at 

Harborview Academy and induct a new head of school in way that was most meaningful to 

success within this specific organization. Detailed information about the year’s work not only 

informed specific aspects of academic improvements targeted, and the rationale for these 

improvements, but demonstrated the efforts taken to improve the researcher’s capacity in this 

area prior to serving as a mentor. As noted in Chapter 1, the literature indicated a need for 

mentoring training to maximize the efficacy of the mentor protégé experience (Sciarappa & 

Mason, 204; Alsbury & Hackmann, 2006; Parylo et al., 2012; Southern Regional Education 

Board, 2007). Further, the DISL survey indicated that most aspiring independent school leaders 

would choose a mentor as their most preferred training experience.  Figure 5 depicts the growth 

in mathematics on the SAT-10, which indicates that the intervention utilized was generally 

successful.  This information was important to the SPT, as it informed the team about successful 
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strategies for academic improvements at Harborview and pointed to areas in which further 

improvement was needed.  

Figure 5. Stanford Achievement Test Total Math Scores – Percentile Rank Equivalent (through 

2015)

 

  

 Using ordinary least square regression, it is possible to examine the slope of growth from 

2010 to 2014 and the slope of growth from 2014 to 2015. These values are reported in Table 7. 

Five of the eight grades demonstrated positive growth in mathematics that exceeded their prior 

year’s growth. The least amount of change with intervention represented doubling the rate of 

students’ past growth. The greatest amount of change with intervention represented increasing 

the rate of student growth on the SAT-10 11-fold.  

Table 7 
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Grade Ordinary Least 

Squares Slope 

2010-2014 

(Before 

Intervention) 

Ordinary Least 

Squares Slope 

2014-2015 

(After 

Intervention) 

Change Correct 

Intervention Use 

2 -.5 -1 -100% Inconsistent and 

infrequent 

implementation 

3 .5 6 +1100% Improved 

implementation 

in spring 

4 3 6 +100% Consistent 

implementation; 

strong integrity 

5 -2.5 -3 -20% Daily practice 

was poorly 

implemented; 

little corrective 

feedback given 

to students. 

6 .5 1 +100% Inconsistent 

implementation 

across grade 

level. 

7 1 6 +500% No 

implementation, 

but improved 

core instruction 

8 2 5 +150% No 

implementation, 

but improved 

core instruction 
 

Harborview’s fourth grade teacher had been growing students consistently in past years; 

however, with the intervention protocol, her students doubled their previous rate of growth. This 

year her growth was 6 percentile point equivalents higher than her best year previously. Growing 

her students to the 88
th

 percentile, this teacher has attained the goal of greater than 85
th

 percentile 
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average performance. All students grew; specific growth lines are noted on the graph below 

(Figure 6), with formative assessment dates noted on the y-axis and figure 7 shows the average 

growth for the class.  

Figure 6. Student Growth  

 

Figure 7. Average Assessment Score 

  

The Strategic Plan 
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 The strategic planning team met weekly at Harborview Academy to determine the ways 

to best induct and mentor novice leaders and those new to the school. The SPT agreed that while 

there are general areas that leaders filling these roles at all independent schools need training and 

development, Harborview Academy has some unique challenges that the leadership must 

address.  The committee sought to identify the current needs in induction and leadership 

development based on the particular new leadership positions that would be hired in place for the 

2015-2016 school year. After identifying key instructional priorities, the SPT determined the 

current status of the organization in the area of academics, articulated where the organization 

would like to be with leadership development, and constructed a plan to get Harborview 

Academy there.  

Improving the transition that new and novice leaders at Harborview Academy experience 

is the ultimate goal of this strategic plan. By guiding the new head of school through an 

induction process, he can address cultural ambiguities, understand contextual information, and 

recognize resources. Given that this head of school is experienced, his needs are not reflected by 

the survey data of aspiring heads. He has significant experience in the areas of greatest need 

noted by the participants in the survey; however, he is not only new to the school, he is new to 

the community. Assisting the head of school in developing cultural awareness and understanding 

the social norms particular to this community will be essential to his success.  

Structured mentoring of the novice head of the upper school division will improve his 

capacity in an area of critical need to Harborview Academy, academic improvement. This will be 

measured formatively, with in-depth screening and progress monitoring, and through 

standardized summative measures. While this individual will also need mentoring in many of the 

areas noted in the survey, the initial focus on the mentoring relationship will be on developing 
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instructional leadership capacity. As the mentee’s expertise is developed and fine-tuned in this 

area, the focus of his leadership development can expand to continue to address his individual 

and the organization’s needs. Given that improving his ability to lead school improvement efforts 

is immediately critical to his current employment, it is a logical starting point. Both participants 

in this study will be asked to reflect upon their experience.  

In determining that the development of a formalized mentoring program for the upper 

school division head and an induction program for the new head of school was a priority, the 

SPT agreed that in totality the program and its goals are year-long initiatives. The initial stages 

of the implementation of these goals are the focus of this study. As each goal was discussed, the 

SPT focused on what objective the outcome would meet (see appendix for SPT minutes). The 

team agreed that the goals need to be measureable to determine if they are achieved, and the 

group came to consensus about proper measurements. Timelines were established based on the 

goal, and the team agreed that while some goals would have year-long implementation, the initial 

phase would be focused on for this study.  The SPT believed that this initial implementation is 

the primary focus of this study because the establishment of an effective mentoring and induction 

program is critical for long-term success. The goals were designed to help administrators at 

Harborview Academy have positive transitions into new roles and assist them in developing the 

skills necessary to meet the organizational demands of improved academic performance.  

Additionally, one goal was included that is larger in scope than Harborview Academy.  Goal 

number 9 was included because the SPT agreed that forming a professional organization of area 

independent schools would be beneficial to all of the independent school leaders in the region. 

Currently, such a regional organization does not exist, and the team believes that creating a 

network of professionals could provide greater opportunities for mentoring and professional 
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development for new leaders and benefit all schools.  Additionally, the formation of this network 

directly benefits Harborview Academy’s new Head of School, as he will have a larger support 

network.  

 

Goal # 1: The head of school will receive induction, socialization and professional 

development to improve his transition and ability to perform the duties of the role 

successfully. 

Objectives The new head of school will participate in a personalized induction 

program that will provide a contextual framework in a variety of areas at 

Harborview Academy throughout the first year. The initial six week 

period will involve targeted induction efforts.  
 

Tasks/Activities Provost will meet with new head of school to identify the areas that will 

be explored in the first year. 
 

Time line  August 18, 2015 – September 25, 2015 

Lead Role Provost; board chair 

Strategies Used Weekly face to face meeting with HOS and Provost. 

Measure/Document Notes from meetings 

Reflection by head of school after six weeks 

Resources needed Results of SWOT analysis performed by SPT 

Past board reports 

Annual audit 

Student handbook 

Employee handbook 
 

Rationale: An experienced head of school who is new to the organization requires context and 

information as he or she learns about the culture and the environment.  

 

 

Goal # 2: New division heads at Harborview Academy will receive induction, socialization 

and professional development to improve their transition ability to successfully perform their 

duties. 

Objective The upper school division head will participate in a personalized 

mentoring program targeting instructional leadership, with a particular 

focus on enhancing the mathematics achievement of students currently 

in grades 9-11.   
 

Tasks/Activities Weekly mentoring sessions will occur with structured agendas. 

Upper school director will shadow the Provost during intermediate 

school data team meetings and teacher coaching sessions.   

Provost will model conducting data team meetings and teacher coaching 
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sessions in the upper school for the upper school director. 

Provost will guide the upper school director in data collection, entry, and 

reporting until the upper school director is confident and competent. 

Lead Role Provost 

Time line August 1, 2015 – September 29, 2015 

Strategies Used Professional development specific to the mathematics tools being 

utilized.  

Weekly mentoring sessions with specific agenda. 

Measure/Document Preliminary self-reflection by head of upper school division after 6 

weeks, focusing on comfort level with math intervention and mentoring.   

Examine progress monitoring data. 

Resources needed Progress monitoring assessments 

Excel – used for weekly progress monitor data, class-wide graphs will be 

made for each teacher weekly. 

Isteep (Isteep is not an acronym, it is the name of the software created by 

Witt, 2008) – used for screening and benchmark data, graphs indicating 

individual students’ progress or class-wide progress. 

Demonstration video on data team meetings 

Rationale: An experienced head of school who is new to the organization requires context and 

information as he or she learns about the culture, environment, and instructional priorities.  

 

Goal # 3: Division heads will assist in collecting screening and progress monitoring data in 

classrooms, and share these data weekly with the SPT. 

Objectives Division heads will develop instructional leadership capacity while 

focusing on a specific area of academic need at Harborview Academy. 

Tasks/Activities Professional development specific to screening and progress monitoring 

will be provided for division heads. 

Professional development specific to screening and progress monitoring 

will be provided for teachers. 
 

Time line  August 18, 2015 – May 20, 2016 

Lead Role Provost 

Strategies Used Division heads will monitor classroom implementation, collect weekly 

progress monitoring data, and lead data team meetings. 

Measure/Document Progress monitoring data that is accurate and inputted weekly, notes 

from weekly grade level data team meetings 

Resources needed  Progress monitoring tools specific to grade level and skill  

Rationale: By regularly screening and monitoring progress, teachers will be made aware of 

students’ specific strengths and weaknesses and will be provided with necessary information 

to make informed instructional decisions. 

 

Goal # 4: Division heads will conduct weekly data meetings by grade level and facilitate data-

driven instructional decision making. 

Objectives Meetings will be consistently held during the common planning time at 
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each grade level. Teachers will bring relevant data to each meeting, and 

must be prepared to discuss individual student progress.  

Tasks/Activities Teachers will collect progress monitoring data and bring to weekly data 

meetings, led by the division head.  Student progress will be discussed 

and instructional decisions will be determined.  

Time line  August 18, 2015 – May 20, 2016 

Lead Role Division head 

Strategies Used Weekly meetings initially modeled by provost. 

Measure/Document The Burns & Noell (2008) checklist will be used to document 

occurrences and correct actions in weekly meetings. 

Progress monitoring data 

Resources needed Burns & Noell (2008) checklist; progress monitoring tools; model data 

team meeting videos. 

Rationale: Weekly grade-level data meetings are a well-documented strategy for improving 

academic progress in schools. (Reynolds, 2008) 

 

Goal # 5: Division heads will work with teachers to identify which students require 

supplemental instruction to attain expected benchmarks of academic performance and which 

students require supplemental support to show growth (even if they are already at or exceeding 

the benchmark). In concert, the division heads and teachers will create a plan of action to 

support student growth.   

Objectives To meet the needs of individual students and grow all students. 

Tasks/Activities At data meetings, teachers will examine individual progress of students 

and determine groupings for “small group” instruction, remediation 

needs or enrichment needs of individual students. 

Time line  August 1, 2015 – May 20, 2016 

Lead Role Division head 

Strategies Used Progress monitoring graphs generated from the weekly data will assist in 

determining which students have reach mastery and which students need 

remediation 

Measure/Document Progress monitoring data, instructional action plans. 

Resources needed Progress monitoring data 

Rationale: It is important that all students are closely monitored and teachers are responsive to 

those who demonstrate a need for additional support.  

 

Goal # 6: Division heads will monitor mathematics fluency building class-wide intervention. 

Objectives Utilize fluency building class-wide intervention to improve students’ 

proficiency on key competencies.  

Tasks/Activities Division head will monitor intervention implementation.  Division head 

will collect weekly data and conference with teachers to discuss 

implementation integrity and effectiveness.  

Time line  August 1, 2015 – May 20, 2016 

Lead Role Division head 

Strategies Used Weekly data will be maintained in an excel file on the school server. 
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Measure/Document Key outcomes to monitor include: consistent meetings, providing 

weekly data, in-class coaching visits as required. 

 

Resources needed Fluency building intervention materials; excel; isteep. 

Rationale: Fluency building is a proven strategy that predicts retention of skills over time and 

use of the skill in solving more complex problems (Burns, Codding, Boice, & Lukito, 2010). 

 

Goal # 7: Division heads and Provost will provide in-class coaching and support for correct 

intervention implementation as needed based upon the median growth of students in each 

class. 

Objectives Teachers will receive feedback about classroom implementation.  

Coaching will assist teacher in adjusting practices to become more 

effective. 

Tasks/Activities In class monitoring of intervention implementation, data tracking for 

integrity issues. 

Time line  August 1, 2015 – May 20, 2015 

Lead Role Provost & Division head 

Strategies Used After in-class coaching occurs, the division head or Provost will 

conference with the teacher. 

Measure/Document Feedback conference notes, data demonstrating integrity issues 

Resources needed Intervention data 

Rationale: Providing effective feedback is critical to teacher development and student 

achievement. Consistent intervention implemented with fidelity will yield positive results in 

student achievement. Teachers need support and accountability. 

 

Goal # 8: Provost and/or division heads will improve communication with stakeholders about 

academic improvements. 

Objectives To enhance messaging to parents about specific actions taken to improve 

the academic profile of Harborview Academy. Regular updates about 

progress will be provided.  

Tasks/Activities Information will be provided at fall orientation, via direct 

communications over email and weekly updates from the school, on the 

school website, in monthly parent association meetings, and twice per 

year with the board of trustees. 

Time line  August 1, 2015 – May 20, 2016 

Lead Role Provost & Division head 

Strategies Used Provost will coach the division heads prior to public presentation of 

academic information.  

Measure/Document Parent feedback, board of trustees feedback 

Resources needed Email, academic data 

Rationale: improved communication will demonstrate to stakeholders the significant efforts 

being made to enhance the academic profile at Harborview Academy.  This has many resulting 

effects, including improved belief in the value of an independent school education, positive 

public relations, and improved culture and climate.  
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Goal # 9:  A professional organization of Lower Alabama independent school administrators 

will be formed. 

 

Objectives To create an organization of local independent school administrators in 

an effort to forge professional relationships between schools and among 

administrators.  

Tasks/Activities Host the initial meeting of the Lower Alabama independent school 

administrators. 

Time line  September 2015  

Lead Role Provost & Division head’s from Harborview Academy, head of school 

Strategies Used Invite all area independent school administrators to attend a networking 

session.  

Measure/Document Attendance at meeting 

Resources needed Contact information for area school leaders, invitations, agenda 

Rationale: Forming a Lower Alabama network of independent school administrators would 

allow leaders to develop relationships across peer institutions.  Having an enlarged network of 

support could improve confidence levels of novice administrators and would allow for school 

to school collaboration.  

 

 

Section IV: Action Plan Proposal 

 The goal of the action plan is to develop a structured induction, socialization, and 

professional development plan for the new head of school and the novice head of the upper 

school at Harborview Academy. The purpose of this goal is to (1) improve the transition 

experience for the new head of school, provide context and perspective as he learns the 

organization, and assist his efforts to acclimate to Harborview Academy; and (2) for the 

researcher to mentor the head of the upper school division to improve the instructional leadership 

capacity of a key individual responsible for improving the academic profile of Harborview 

Academy. A primary focus of this effort will be in mathematics. 

 The action steps include identifying specific areas of need for context and perspective 

with the new head of school. Through regular meetings with the head of school, the provost and 
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the chairman of the board of trustees can inform the head of school about resources, governance, 

policies and processes. Understanding in all of these areas will improve the transition for the 

head of school.  Additionally, the researcher will establish weekly mentoring with the head of the 

upper school to train and advise him on instructional leadership, focusing primarily on 

mathematics achievement.  

 The researcher, in her role as provost at Harborview Academy will be responsible for 

establishing mentoring sessions. The head of school and head of upper school will be responsible 

for attending these meetings. The head of upper school will also be responsible for producing 

progress monitoring measures and appropriate data. 

 While the induction and mentoring process will be conducted for the entire 2015-2016 

school year, it is the initial implementation that is the focus of this action plan. Initial 

implementation will occur in the first six weeks of school, from August 18, 2015 to September 

29, 2015.   

 The resources necessary for inducting the new head of school include a briefing on the 

academic performance of all students at all grade levels, with emphasis on areas of improvement 

opportunities and an update on ongoing improvement efforts (including facilitators and barriers 

produced by the SPT’s SWOT analysis); past board of trustee reports; the student handbook; and 

the employee handbook. The resources for mentoring the head of the upper school include math 

intervention materials, data team meeting instructional videos, database for progress monitoring, 

isteep software, excel. These resources have been gathered and are ready to use at Harborview 

Academy. 

 Potential challenges for the new head of school result primarily from an overwhelmingly 

busy schedule. Weekly time dedicated to meetings will be established to avoid inconsistent 
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implementation. Potential challenges for the head of the upper school head involve weak or 

inconsistent teacher implementation of intervention, poor progress monitoring, or lack of 

understanding of the data and how to use the data to drive instructional adjustments. To address 

these challenges, the provost will provide antecedent supports including materials and templates 

for organizing student data and structuring teacher data-team meetings for collaboration and 

problem-solving. The head of the upper school head will also have full support of the head of 

school and the board of trustees in these efforts. The provost will model leadership of the data-

team meeting and in-class coaching support with teachers. Next, the provost will observe the 

division head’s leadership and coaching with faculty and provide support for effective leadership 

and coaching strategies. Finally, the provost will provide reflective and specific delayed 

feedback to the upper school head on the consistency of teacher use of improvement strategies 

and the observed gains in student learning.   

 The SPT will measure the progress of the induction of the head of school through a self-

reflection written by the head of school. He will be asked to discuss what areas of need were 

most immediate, how those needs were met, and describe areas of continuing need. The head of 

upper school will also provide a reflection in addition to progress monitoring data. Additionally, 

the head of school will complete a brief survey.  

 The SPT will examine the results of the implementation of the action plan. Successful 

outcomes would be indicated by the report of a smooth transition by the new head of school, as 

indicated by a self-report of the head of school. The head of the upper school will have indicators 

of consistently held data meetings, and will have screening data and progress monitoring data to 

show successful implementation of math intervention in the upper school.  

Section V 
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 Harborview Academy faces the same challenges in inducting, socializing and developing 

school leaders as most independent schools. In recent years, Harborview has endured quite a few 

leadership changes, and the transitions have not always gone well as indicated by a high degree 

of turnover in the administrative team in the last three years. Because no structured system for 

mentoring new and novice leaders exists, these individuals have been forced to learn on the job, 

reacting to any given situation as best they could, many times with limited context. Because 

Harborview Academy is currently focusing on improving the academic profile of the school, it is 

critical that division heads perform successfully as instructional leaders. The DISL survey results 

indicated that the vast majority of novice independent school leaders desire professional 

development in the form of a structured mentoring program, ideally face to face. As 

administrators who aspire to become heads of independent schools, it is logical that respondents 

indicated the need for professional development in the areas in which they had the least exposure 

or experience. At Harborview Academy, school leadership is currently focusing on addressing 

academic improvement. Thus it is vital that all division heads are competent in leading initiatives 

designed to facilitate student growth. Through a thoughtful effort to induct the new head of 

school and to train and develop the capacity of the head of the upper school, Harborview 

Academy will reduce leadership transitions that ultimately have a negative effect on student 

achievement.   

 

 


