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ABSTRACT 
 

This study was designed to examine the experiences of school administrators in both 

traditional and alternative administrator preparation programs to determine if a specific 

program style prepares administrators better for the role of school principal.  The study 

utilized survey and semi-structured interview methods to identify and interview eight 

current and former school principals to elicit their in-depth perceptions on the overall 

quality and effectiveness of the principal certification preparation program they had 

completed in preparation for the principalship.  Collective interviews and interview data 

analyses completed during the investigation facilitated the generation of three data-

informed “emerging themes” reported as qualitative results of the study.  These three 

emerging themes, supported by and reflecting the collective sets of interviewee 

perspectives accumulated during qualitative interviews, enabled the researcher to derive 

some data-informed insights regarding school leaders’ perspectives regarding the 

perceived quality and effectiveness of traditional and non-traditional principal 

certification preparation programs.  Findings and conclusions derived from the three 

emerging themes highlighted study respondents’ views regarding: 1) the importance of 

providing multiple opportunities during preparation programs for aspiring principals to 

build professional learning and support networks with cohort members, professors, and 

school leaders; 2) the relevance of hands-on, interactive, and job-related structured 

internships; and 3) the perceived need for the provision of in-depth preparation program 

experiences centered on the multiple, real-world process development aspects of the 

school principal role.  Study respondents’ views on the perceived importance of these 

program dimensions and emphases consistently applied to both traditional and non-
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traditional programs.  Finally, a School Principal Leadership Process Development 

Model was developed to serve as an initial empirically informed means to conceptually 

frame the study’s collective findings and conclusions highlighting the overarching 

perceived need for school principal preparation programs to develop effective school 

leadership processes and the connections needed to develop those processes to be able to 

prepare aspiring principals for the constantly changing environment of the school 

principalship. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In the age of accountability, all entities of education are being held responsible for 

their students’ success.  The school reform movement, which began in 1983 with the 

publication of A Nation at Risk, was the beginning of major changes in how we instruct 

students.  In the opening line of their report to the Secretary of Education, T.H. Bell, the 

National Commission on Excellence in Education (1983), stated: 

Our Nation is at risk.  Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, 
industry, science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors 
throughout the world.  This report is concerned with only one of the many causes 
and dimensions of the problem, but it is the one that undergirds American 
prosperity, security, and civility.  We report to the American people that while we 
can take justifiable pride in what our schools and colleges have historically 
accomplished and contributed to the United States and the well-being of its 
people, the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a 
rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people. 
What was unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur--others are matching 
and surpassing our educational attainments. 
 
The reform movement put a spotlight on school leadership, highlighted its 

importance for school success, made student achievement the measure of school 

performance, and demanded accountability from leaders for results (Levine and 

Education Schools, 2005).  Most recently, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 

2001, was passed by President George W. Bush on January 8, 2002, placing a greater 

emphasis on student achievement while improving the success of disadvantaged students 

(Education Week, 2004).  Each child, regardless of background or language, has the 

expectation that they will pass the statewide assessment exams, and if students do not 
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make Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) based on the standards set, the school leader is 

viewed as not being effective (Hilliard, 2011).  NCLB has spurred state education 

agencies to increase their standards and ensure that students are getting the best education 

available. 

 The dramatic rise in accountability since the inception of NCLB has caused state 

and federal agencies to look more into how we are preparing the professionals that teach 

our children.  In 2002, NCLB required that all teachers in core content subject areas must 

show proficiency by passing a state certification exam in the subjects they teach.  Policy 

makers at the federal and state level alike have established policies that require schools, 

districts, and states to provide a quantitative indicator of student learning. The federally 

enacted No Child Left Behind Act created standards for adequate yearly progress (AYP) 

for schools.  Every state has instituted some degree of assessment and accountability 

(Goertz, Duffy et al., 2001).  The push for unprecedented levels of improvement in 

student performance, epitomized by the federal NCLB Act, requires a different kind of 

leadership: leadership that is focused on instruction and achievement (Olson, 2007).     

 As the accountability of No Child Left Behind requirements increase, demands 

for major changes in administrator preparation programs have been made in other studies, 

indicating a need for strengthening school-university partnerships while documenting a 

link between improved student achievement and strong school leaders (Miller and 

Salsberry, 2005).  Over the past decade, criticisms of education schools and demands that 

they be held accountable have escalated.  Policy makers have expanded the scope and 

magnitude of government regulation, impinging on traditional university prerogatives 

such as standards for graduates, curricular content, and the composition of the faculty.  
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Intent on chipping away at the historic role education schools have played as gatekeepers 

of the education professions, states have created alternative routes into teaching and 

school administration (Levine, 2005). 

Statement of the Problem 

 Practically every state, as well as the federal government, places accountability 

for student success at the school level (Lashway, 2003).  The present accountability 

demands on schools cannot be addressed except through the direct management of 

instructional practice (Elmore, 2006).  All of this activity has funneled down to the 

principal as the person ultimately responsible for schools (Herrington, 2005).  As schools 

face increased standards, teachers rely more on principal leadership to guide them 

through new instructional techniques.  The fact is that principals account for 25 percent, 

and teachers 33 percent, of a school’s total impact on achievement (Cheney, 2010).  This 

places a different demand on principal knowledge.  New principals who have assumed 

school leadership positions in the last two years are facing dramatically different jobs 

than principals new to the position 10 years ago (Lashway, 2003).  The language of 

school leadership has become increasingly business-focused.  We use a vocabulary that 

includes words like results, input, output, accountability, and work product to describe 

the individualized academic progress of children and the professional craft of their 

teachers (Baxter, 2008). 

 In a rapidly changing environment, principals and superintendents no longer serve 

primarily as supervisors. As a result, the very nature of the school principalship is 

changing (Mazzeo, 2003). The largest component of this change is in response to the 

demand for increased accountability in school and student performance. In addition to 
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traditional responsibilities, principals must now be able to draw on data and research 

when making decisions, leverage technology, compete with other schools, and devise 

performance-based evaluation systems (Hess, 2003a). Today’s principal is under extreme 

pressure to raise student achievement, close the achievement gap, and be an expert on 

state standards and benchmarks (McGuire, 2002).  Many argue that principals are bearing 

this burden without being fully prepared: “To thrive in the new reform era, school leaders 

need to have a background in fields where accountability for performance is a part of 

their everyday working lives” (Hess, 2003b).  They are being called on to lead in the 

redesign of their schools and school systems.  “In an outcome-based and accountability 

driven era, administrators have to lead their schools in the rethinking of goals, priorities, 

finances, staffing, curriculum, pedagogies, learning resources, assessment methods, 

technology, and use of time and space” (Levine, 2005).  

To dramatically improve our nation’s public schools, we must focus on the 

essential role of school leaders.  Put simply, the principal is the best-positioned person in 

every school to ensure successive years of quality teaching for each child (Cheney, 2010).  

Today’s principal is under extreme pressure to raise student achievement, close the 

achievement gap, and be an expert on state standards and benchmarks (McGuire, 2002).  

Principals must rely on their certification programs to train them in these new strategies.  

Principals themselves are among the first to agree that they need to be more effectively 

prepared for their jobs.  In a national survey of principals and superintendents done by the 

Public Agenda Foundation, 96 percent of practicing principals report that on-the-job 

experiences or guidance from colleagues has been more helpful in preparing them for 

their current position than their graduate school studies.  In fact, 67 percent of principals 
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reported that "typical leadership programs in graduate schools of education are out of 

touch with the realities of what it takes to run today's school districts" (Farkas, Johnson et 

al. 2003).   Specifically, principal certification programs must be challenged in their 

traditional assumptions, practices, and how they are structured (Lashway and Eric 

Clearinghouse on Educational Management, 2003).  Hess asserts that the high-stakes-

accountability climate under the No Child Left Behind law has made states even more 

reluctant to deregulate the process for preparing and certifying school leaders, and to 

open it up to non-traditional candidates and programs (Olson 2007). 

Cries for reform in university preparation of school administrators have been 

documented in a recent University Council for Educational Administration (UCEA) 

monograph, Better Leaders for America's Schools: Perspectives on the "Manifesto."  

Thomas Lassley's (2004) concerns included the following: 

   1)  Academic mediocrity may now be the norm;  
2)  An educational monopoly in teacher and administrative preparation programs 
creates a barrier which keeps qualified persons from using skills needed to guide 
schools; 
3)  The accountability movement has documented the weaknesses of American 
schools; and 
4)  Well-grounded professional preparation standards have not existed in the past.   
 

Most states (48) require candidates to obtain a license or certification before they can 

serve as school principals (National Center for Education Information, 2003). To obtain 

an administrative license, the majority of states requires a minimum number of years of 

teaching experience and graduate education from a college of education (Mazzeo, 2003). 

Currently, 41 states require that both standards be met. Seventeen states also require that 

candidates pass a written examination for certification (Anthes, 2004; Herrington 2005). 
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In Texas, the standard principal certificate is based on State Board of Education standards 

which include: learner-centered values and ethics of leadership, learner-centered 

leadership and campus culture, learner-centered human resources leadership and 

management, learner-centered communications and community relations, learner-

centered organizational leadership and management, learner-centered curriculum 

planning and development, and learner-centered instructional leadership and management 

(TAC, 2009).  How well do Texas principal certification programs prepare their interns to 

be successful as a school administrator?  Does one program prepare administrators better 

than the other?   While there is a good deal of research showing that principals make a 

difference in the success of students, there is no systematic research documenting the 

impact of school leadership programs on the achievement of children in the schools and 

school systems that graduates of these programs lead (Levine, 2005). 

There is an increased need to identify effective curriculum and practices within 

the two types of principal preparation programs, traditional and alternative, in order to 

improve the profession.  As noted by McCarthy (2004), preparation programs and 

certification standards are currently generating more debate than any other issue in 

educational administration.  Dissatisfaction with current recruiting and training of school 

leaders has opened the door to discussion of alternative and traditional preparation routes 

(Herrington, 2005).  To dramatically improve our nation’s public schools, we must focus 

on the essential role of school leaders.  Put simply, the principal is the best-positioned 

person in every school to ensure successive years of quality teaching for each child 

(Cheney, 2010).  Arthur Levine noted the following in his study of preparation programs: 

 The typical course of study for the principalship has little to do with the 
job of being a principal. In fact, it appears to be a nearly random collection of 
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courses.  The Principals Survey asked school heads, who had graduated from or 
were currently attending a university-based degree or certification program, what 
courses they had taken.  More than 80 percent of them reported the same nine 
courses—instructional leadership (92 percent), school law (91 percent), 
educational psychology (91 percent), curriculum development (90 percent), 
research methods (89 percent), historical and philosophical foundations of 
education (88 percent), teaching and learning (87 percent), child and adolescent 
development (85 percent), and the school principalship (84 percent).  (Levine, 
2005) 

 
Further, he states: 

 An average of only 63 percent of principals found the courses valuable. 
 The principals put a premium on classes they had taken that were most relevant to 
 their jobs—school law (80 percent), child and adolescent psychology (79 
 percent), and instructional leadership (78 percent).  On average, just 56 percent of 
 principals rated their classes high in quality.  Principals were very critical of 
 education school programs in general. Almost nine out of 10 survey respondents 
 (89 percent) said that schools of education fail to adequately prepare their 
 graduates to cope with classroom realities.  Among alumni holding administrative 
 positions, half of the respondents (50 percent) gave their programs only fair to 
 poor ratings for preparing them to deal with in-school politics (Levine, 2005). 
 
 Murphy and Vriesenga found that more than 2,000 articles on preparation had 

been published in the leading school leadership journals from 1975 to 2002.  But less 

than 3 percent were empirical studies. The authors concluded:  “While we seem to know 

about this topic, as evidenced in the abundance of writing and professing in this area, 

very little of our understanding has been forged on the empirical anvil (Levine, 2005).  

Data is not readily available about the effectiveness of one program over the other, or 

simply the effective characteristics that each program possesses.  This study is designed 

to validate some of this information. 

 Levine further discussed in his Education Schools study (2005),  

 So what we have today are parallel approaches to educating school leaders. On 
 one hand, we have traditional university programs that are classroom-based. They 
 rely primarily on courses of uniform length; utilize a faculty composed largely of 
 education school professors, supplemented by practitioners; and provide 
 instruction in the field of education.  In contrast, the new competitors offer 
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 programs that are variable in length; are primarily experiential; occur largely in 
 schools; are taught primarily by practitioners, supplemented by business school 
 professors; and focus on management.  The new providers have not been any 
 more systematic about evaluating their performance than have the education 
 programs they seek to replace. The poignant anecdote remains the most often 
 presented “evidence” of success.  Testimonials abound, but no systematic 
 research exists to demonstrate that these new programs are any more or less 
 successful than the traditional versions.  At this point, we know that alternative 
 programs are different than those at universities.  But we have no idea whether 
 they are better or worse.   
 

Background of Study 

 Few studies have been conducted comparing traditional versus alternative 

programs in preparing school principals for their jobs.  We can learn from both programs 

in order to provide the best experience for new administrators.  This research study 

surveys and interviews current and past principals and assistant principals in the public 

school system in Texas about the type of program they graduated from and what 

curriculum and experiences they feel were most valuable to them for their job.  Questions 

of importance to this study include: 

1. What type of program did you graduate from? 

2. How long have you been an administrator? 

3. What was your teaching specialty prior to becoming an administrator and how 

long were you a teacher? 

4. What curriculum and content did you study in your certification program? 

5. Did you have an internship and if so, how long was it? 

6. What experiences did you have in your preparation program that you feel 

prepared you best for your administrative position? 
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7. Do you feel your certification adequately prepared you for the administrative 

position? 

 
Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the current study is to examine the experiences of school 

administrators in both traditional and alternative administrator preparation programs to 

determine if a specific program style prepares administrators better for their job.  As 

noted by McCarthy (2004), preparation programs and certification standards are currently 

generating more debate than any other issue in educational administration.  

Dissatisfaction with current recruiting and training of school leaders has opened the door 

to discussion of alternative and traditional preparation routes (Herrington, 2005).  

Alternative programs for school administrators have not been available for many years.  

However, they are becoming increasingly popular and are challenging the traditional 

concept.  This qualitative study examines the experiences administrators faced in their 

specific certification program including curriculum, training and field experiences, and 

how the program prepared the interns for school administration. 

The Research Questions 

 Corbin and Strauss (2008) describe research questions in qualitative studies as 

statements that identify the topic area to be studied and that tell the reader what there is 

about this particular topic that is of interest to the researcher.  Creswell (1994) continues 

to state that questions, objectives, and hypotheses represent specific restatements of the 

purpose of the study and take the form of research questions. 

Research questions guiding this study are: 
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1. What type of certification program did the school administrators graduate 

from? 

2. What methods of instruction and curriculum were used in school 

administrator’s certification program? 

3. What were the specific experiences school administrators found valuable in 

their certification programs for their administrative position? 

Overview of Methodology 

 This qualitative study utilized a phenomenological inquiry approach.  Developed 

by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, this methodology is designed for the purpose of building 

theory from data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  Participants were studied utilizing surveys 

and semi-structured interviews to develop patterns and relationships pertaining to their 

specific certification program.  The interviews and surveys were conducted, transcribed, 

and coded to provide detailed understanding of the data.  After coding was conducted, 

data was organized to determine if a model or themes could be developed. 

Research Assumptions 

 The researcher made several assumptions with this study.  First, the researcher 

assumed that surveys would be completed honestly and interviews would be based on 

true experiences.  Second, the researcher assumed that the administrators served in some 

type of teaching capacity prior to becoming an administrator.  Third, the researcher 

assumed that the administrators in this study have had some success as an administrator 

in applying skills learned in their respective certification program to their job. 
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Researcher Perspective 

 The researcher is a graduate of an alternative certification program.  He earned a 

master’s degree consecutively in Curriculum and Instruction.  The researcher served as 

an assistant principal for one year before moving into the principal position at a middle 

school in Central Texas with approximately 800 students.  The researcher also 

coordinated the alternative principal certification program he graduated from for three 

years.  He served as a superintendent of schools in Central Texas, supervising multiple 

principals.  The researcher felt very prepared for his job as an assistant principal and 

principal, although there were many aspects of the job that were not taught in the 

certification program.  As a superintendent of schools, the researcher had the ability to 

identify strengths and weaknesses within principals in his district.  Currently, the 

researcher is an executive level staffer at a regional service center and works with 

principals very frequently.  One of the service center objectives is to provide professional 

development for all positions within the district.  Understanding that the new principal 

and teacher appraisal systems in Texas are currently rolling out, this study has helped 

provide valuable insight into areas of needed professional development amongst the 

principals in the state. 

Limitations 

 The design of this study was limited to participants serving as administrators in 

Central Texas and specifically the regional area covered by the Education Service Center, 

Region 13.  Participants must have received their principal certification either through the 

traditional university based program or an alternative certification program.  Participants 

consisted of assistant principals and principals or central office administrators who have 
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served in the capacity of an assistant principal or principal at some point in their career.  

The researcher, being a graduate of an alternative program, brought a bias to the study in 

the form of interpreting data based on his own experiences in the program he received 

principal certification from. 

Definition of Terms 

• School Administrator:  any principal or assistant principal or central office staff 

member in a public school setting who maintains a master’s degree and is 

identified by the school board in a leadership role. 

• Traditional Certification Program:  a university or college based 2 year 

graduate program that culminates in a master’s degree in educational 

administration and a principal’s certificate provided by the Texas Education 

Agency. 

• Alternative Certification Program:  a certification program designed for 

students seeking a principal certificate but already possess a master’s degree in 

another educational field.   

• Internship:  any form of on the job training for individuals seeking new 

professional careers. 

• Educational Administration:  Any form of educational leadership in which the 

individual must obtain a master’s degree from an accredited university. 

• No Child Left Behind (NCLB):  An Act passed by George W. Bush in 2001 that 

was intended to raise student achievement by increasing standards with schools. 
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Summary 

 This chapter identified a need for continued research into options of preparing 

school principals for their roles of educational leader.  Background information was 

provided about the changing expectations that principals are facing in their schools as 

well as the concerns about how certification programs are providing the appropriate 

instruction so that principals are successful in their jobs.  This study is divided into five 

chapters.  Chapter 1 includes the background of the study, the statement of the problem, 

the purpose of the research, the research questions, methodology, assumptions, 

limitations, and the definition of terms.  Chapter two encompasses the literature review 

providing depth of the problem.  The literature review concentrates on research written 

about principal certification programs and provides support for the need for continued 

research in how programs are preparing principals for our schools.  Chapter three 

describes the methodology used in this phenomenological qualitative study, while chapter 

four reports the findings of the study.  Chapter five completes the research report with a 

presentation and discussion of findings and conclusions, along with limitations and 

implications of the study. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Principal preparation programs are currently generating more debate than any 

other area in educational administration (McCarthy, 2004).  A 2006 study by Columbia 

University’s Teachers College then-President Arthur Levine concluded that the quality of 

most preparation programs for principals, superintendents, and other education leaders 

was “very disappointing,” (Gretchen Rhines Cheney).  A survey conducted by Public 

Agenda revealed that 60% of superintendents were not satisfied with the quality of 

candidates for school principal positions and 29% felt that the quality of principals they 

had hired declined during recent years.  (Farkas, Johnson et al. 2001).  Dissatisfaction 

with current recruiting and training of school leaders has opened the door to discussion of 

alternative and traditional preparation routes (Herrington 2005).  Many critics have gone 

as far as characterizing shortcomings in principal preparation “as a major cause of 

dysfunction in American public schools” (Baker, Wolf-Wendel et al. 2007).   

 The University Council for Educational Administration (UCEA) started an 

initiative in 2001 in coordination with the National Commission on the Advancement of 

Educational Leadership Preparation (NCAELP) to: 

  (a) develop a complex understanding of contemporary contextual factors 

 impacting educational leadership and leadership preparation, (b) to examine 

 exceptional and innovative educational leadership preparation and professional 

 development programs, (c) to determine clearly and precisely what must take 

 place both within and outside the university to ensure effective educational 

 leadership preparation and professional development, and (d) to create a 
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 comprehensive and collaborative set of action plans for the future.  Commission 

 members working under the guidance of Professor Young engaged in a series of 

 preparation program reform efforts (Young & Peterson, 2002). 

The goal of this team, known as the Joint Research Taskforce on Educational Leadership 

Preparation, was to research on what studies have been done in the field of leadership 

preparation.  The taskforce’s inquiry was organized around 10 domains: (a) Leadership 

Education as a Field of Study; (b) the Context of Leadership Education; (c) Models and 

Theories of Leadership Education; (d) Recruitment, Selection, and Development of 

Leadership Candidates; (e)Providers of Leadership Education; (f) Curriculum and 

Pedagogy in Leadership Education; (g) the Delivery of Leadership Preparation; (h) 

Student Assessment and Program Evaluation; (i) Professional Learning; and (j) 

Leadership Education Around the Globe.  The taskforce was also intended to identify 

gaps and new directions for research on leadership preparation; to stimulate more, better 

quality research in the field of leadership preparation; to encourage new and experienced 

researchers to undertake research in the field; and to provide a community of scholars for 

ongoing conceptual and methodological work (Young 2004).   

 The Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC, 2006) standards for 

school leaders have garnered surprising support among policy makers and national and 

regional accrediting agencies.  These standards have been praised for adding more rigor 

to leadership preparation and for shifting the focus from school management to the 

central responsibility of school leaders, which “is to improve teaching and learning” 

(NPBEA, 2002).  Critics, however, are concerned that the standards overlook important 

leadership characteristics such as cultural competence, provide few incentives to 
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collaborate with school districts, and will reduce preparation to a single “approved” 

method, which perpetuates the status quo (English, 2001). 

 Many leadership preparation programs are purported to be standards based, and 

state leaders increasingly are demanding that programs move in this direction, but there is 

little evidence that many educational leadership units have actually recreated their 

programs based on the standards (Murphy et al., 2008).  More commonly, it appears that 

units have attempted to incorporate the standards in existing courses without altering 

programmatic features in any meaningful ways.  And, even if some leadership 

preparation programs are truly standards based, data are not available to confirm or 

disprove that standards based programs produce better school leaders.  As discussed, 

many states have adopted passage of an exam as a condition of administrative licensure, 

and the most popular instrument is Educational Testing Service’s School Leaders 

Licensure Assessment (Young 2009).   

Certification Program Curriculum 

In 2009, Murphy, Young, Crow, and Ogawa published one of the largest studies 

on leadership education in the United States.  Sponsored by the University Council for 

Educational Administration (UCEA), the handbook was developed to provide a research 

base on leadership education (Young 2009).  With little research having been done up to 

this point in leadership preparation, this group realized the problem and established a 

portrait of what defines leadership preparation (Young 2009).  Four major problems were 

consistently identified in the research over the past quarter century with the system of 

preparing school leaders.  These issues included: a) the recruitment and selection process 

of students into the programs, b) the content delivered in leadership preparation programs 
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including teaching techniques provided, c) methods used to determine academic fitness 

within the program, and d) the procedures developed to certify and select principals and 

superintendents (Griffiths, Stout, & Forsyth, 1988; Murphy, 1992). 

Digging deeper into the research on program content, studies focused on the 

following problems:  

The indiscriminate adoption of practices untested and uninformed by educational 

values and purposes; serious fragmentation; the separation of the practice and 

academic arms of the profession; relatively non-robust strategies for generating 

new knowledge; the neglect of ethics, social justice, and other issues considered 

key to effective leadership preparation; and the concomitant failure to address 

outcomes (Young, 2009). 

A more serious critique of content found in leadership preparation courses focuses on the 

principle that it does not reflect the realities of the workplace (Hess, Kelly et al., 2005); 

Lakomski, 1998; Murphy, 2006). Such content is therefore, at best, “irrelevant to the jobs 

trainees assume” (Mulkeen and Cooper, 1989) and, at worst, “dysfunctional in the actual 

world of practice” (Sergiovanni, 1989). 

 As far as curriculum used in preparation programs, Murphy (1992) notes it is 

neither intellectually challenging nor useful to practitioners.  At the most general level of 

analysis, there is a profound lack of agreement about the appropriate content for training 

programs and a seemingly endemic unwillingness on the part of the professoriate to 

address the issue.  In short, preparation programs as a group are not only failing to 

address the right things, they are also doing a fairly poor job of accomplishing the things 
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on which they have chosen to work.  The reasons for the “shaky” (Immegart, 1990) 

cognitive foundations in school administration have been well documented.  They 

include: our ardor to borrow ideas before they are tested; the lack of theory upon which to 

ground research efforts; a failure to focus on educational administration as an area worthy 

of study in and of itself; poor scholarship habits within the field; and an absence of a 

sense of vision about the profession (Murphy 1992). 

 Murphy also noted that up until his study was done, that there was not a relevant 

connection between theory and practice.  School administration as practiced by 

superintendents and principals bears little resemblance to school administration as taught 

in graduate schools of education (Pepper, 1988).  Moreover, the knowledge and skills 

needed to become an effective educational leader and school manager are generally not 

those provided by current Administrative Service Credential Programs (Gerritz et al., 

1984).  One of the most serious problems with the current cognitive base in school 

administration training programs is the fact that it does not reflect the realities of the 

workplace, ”does not provide the kind of experiences or knowledge that practitioners feel 

they need” (Muth, 1989), and is therefore, at best, “irrelevant to the jobs trainees assume” 

(Mulkeen and Cooper, 1989) and, at worst, “dysfunctional in the actual world of 

practice” (Sergiovanni, 1989). 

 Probably more school administrators fail because of poor skills than any other 

single reason, yet program and faculty in educational administration fail to do anything 

about it (Murphy 1992).  It’s as though a baseball team in spring training gave the player 

books to read and lectures on the theory of baseball and did not have the player practice 

hitting and fielding.  Administrators are expected to perform at high levels, and in order 
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to perform well they must have the basic skills of administration.  In many ways, 

educational administration preparation programs are empty bodies devoid of a heart and a 

soul.  Undirected by a central mission and untethered to a unifying conception of the 

field, the profession has, over the last 90 years, drifted a long way from its roots—

educational concerns and the ethical and moral dimensions of schooling (Murphy 1992).  

One of the most troubling aspects of preparation programs for educational leaders is that 

they have very little to do with education.  On the most basic level, programs do not 

routinely provide the students themselves with a well-rounded education (Murphy 1992). 

Internship Component 

 A critical part of Texas principal certification programs is the required internship.  

“The principal internship is the culminating experience of the university preparation 

program and the initial step into the reality of school leadership, serving as the transition 

point between university training and school practice” (Martin and Papa, 2008).  The 

internship is a valuable tool that can produce valuable experiences when structured 

correctly. 

In addition, studies found the field-based component, which is now a requirement 

of certification programs, had been “relegated to a secondary role” (Pounder, et al., 

2002).  The National Council of Professors of Educational Administration (NCPEA) and 

UCEA have identified most field-based elements with: a) unclear objectives; b) 

inadequate number of clinical experiences; c) activities arranged on the basis of 

convenience; d) overemphasis on role-centered as opposed to problem-centered 

experiences; e) lack of individualization; f) poor planning, supervision, and follow-up; g) 

absence of “connecting linkages between on-campus experiences and field-based 
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experiences” (Milstein, 1990); and h) overemphasis on low-level (orientation and passive 

observation type) activities (McKerrow, 1998; Murphy et al., 2008). 

Alternative Providers 

 Under the onslaught of critical analysis and the renewed interest in the power of 

markets described earlier, the monopolistic position of universities has come under attack 

(Finn et al., 2003; Hess and Kelly, 2005; Murphy and Hawley, 2003; Murphy, Hawley, 

and Young, 2005).  It is increasingly being asserted that preparation might occur more 

productively in venues other than universities and might be provided more effectively by 

other agents than faculty members in departments of educational leadership (Young, 

2009).  At least two such forces have surfaced over the past decade: 1) the creation of 

alternative avenues for licensure; and 2) the growth of alternative providers of programs 

leading to licensure.  Currently, it is unclear whether the introduction of such alternative 

providers will result in program improvement or if it will drive a race to the bottom 

(Young, 2009). 

 In recent years, for-profit and not-for-profit leadership preparation programs have 

emerged and begun to secure their place in the market of leadership preparation for 

educational administrators.  These programs outside of higher education are not limited 

by the constraints inherent in a university setting.  Some researchers have argued that 

these alternative programs are more willing to break from tradition and take risks with 

new ideas and approaches (Hess & Kelly, 2005). 

 Although some researchers have acknowledged the strengths of various 

characteristics of programs delivered outside of colleges of education, an interesting 
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dilemma exists for many of the programs’ graduates.  School districts still control the 

market on educational administration and have demonstrated apprehension at hiring 

administrators trained outside of an educational environment (Hess & Kelly, 2005).  Even 

programs identified as successful and innovative, such as the National Institute for 

School Leadership, are seeking partnerships with universities so that their training can be 

translated into academic credits in a doctoral degree program (Hughes, 2005). 

 A further difficulty in developing new program models and assessing their ability 

to foster student success in achieving program outcomes is identifying or developing 

measurement instruments and strategies that appropriately measure leadership 

(Sergiovanni, 1992).  The lack of agreement about what constitutes leadership is one 

element contributing to this problem, leading the national Commission for the 

Principalship (1990) to suggest that it will be very difficult to develop an assessment 

package that everyone will be willing to use. 

Evaluating for Success 

There appears to be universal agreement that empirical documentation of the 

merits of leadership preparation is lacking and that much written about this topic cannot 

be considered research (Achilles, 1994; Griffiths, 1988; Levine, 2005; Murphy, 2006).  In 

short, we do not have credible evidence to counter the allegations that the current 

preparation of school leaders is wrongheaded or that the significant costs associated with 

graduate education for school leaders (Haller, Brent, McNamara, and Rufus, 1994) could 

be better spent elsewhere (Young, 2009). 
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 One problem in trying to link leader preparation to school or student performance 

is the lack of agreement on which school and student outcomes to use in determining 

success.  Slavin (1988) observed, “One major factor inhibiting systematic progress in 

education is the lack of agreement about what constitutes progress and what constitutes 

adequate evidence to support action.”  There is considerable dissatisfaction with using 

student test scores as the sole measure (Amrein and Berliner, 2002; Linn et al., 2002; 

Pringle and Martin, 2005); but, nonetheless, test results are the primary criterion currently 

employed in state accountability systems and in NCLB (2002).  Some states have also 

engaged recently in statewide audits or other reviews of leadership preparation programs, 

involving an analysis of documents and on site visits that usually are overseen by a 

formal committee or task force.  The advantage of the strategy is that state leaders can 

take a broader look at the licensure, preparation, and professional development of school 

leaders in light of state needs and current practices.  Again, only a handful of states have 

engaged in such systematic evaluation efforts, but more states are considering statewide 

assessments as a vehicle to reform the preparation of school leaders (Young, 2009). 

  Another problem in assessing leadership is the nature of what is being examined.  

For example, it is particularly problematic to measure dispositions such as commitment 

and fairness to all.  It also can be difficult to adequately measure conceptual abilities such 

as problem solving, creative thinking, risk management, managing change, and the 

interpersonal skill of reflection (Richardson, 1990). 

 This question about the value of an educational leadership degree has become 

more prominent in recent years.  Usdan (2002) referred to this as “the secularization of 

the nation’s education leadership.”  This secularization refers to the influence and power 
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that non-educational groups are exerting over education and the placement of non-

educators in positions as principals and superintendents around the country.  Although 

most individuals who fill principalships in the United States have degrees in educational 

leadership (Feistritzer, 2003), 18 states provide an alternate method for certifying 

principals to attract people from outside of education to fill these positions (LeTendre & 

Roberts, 2005).  In addition, a growing number of principal preparation programs are 

being developed outside the university.  Barbour (2006) identified five categories of 

alternate preparation programs: a) for profit; b) state-based alternatives; c) foundation 

driven; d) partnership; and e) outsourced programs.  These changes in who prepares 

principals and who gets hired to lead schools and school systems have fostered a greater 

sense of urgency among educational leadership professionals in universities to meet 

public expectations.  This also has made the need for student and program assessment 

more apparent (Young, 2009). 

 In his book “The Landscape of Leadership Preparation,” Joseph Murphy (1992) 

states, “Educational Administration as a field is at a delicately critical phase.  In fact, 

there is a rumbling in the clouds above us—they are no longer merely on the horizon—

which could in fact blow the whole field of Educational Administration apart, for both 

practitioners and the scholars in the field.”  Murphy also noted that perhaps the only thing 

more depressing than an honest appraisal of current educational administration programs 

is the knowledge that so little progress has been made in resolving the deeply ingrained 

weaknesses that have plagued training systems for so long.  

 The National Association of Secondary School Principals' University Consortium 

for Performance-Based Preparation of Principals (Witters-Churchill, 1988) conducted a 
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study of 5,500 principals and assistant principals in Texas (elementary, middle, and high 

school), and it concluded that even though their principal preparation courses discussed 

skills such as problem analysis, written communication, sensitivity, judgment, oral 

communication, stress tolerance, decisiveness, organizational ability, and leadership, they 

did little to prepare principals to implement these skills in field-based experiences.  

Although lecture and discussion were the methods of instructional delivery most often 

utilized, the program offerings did not often include a field-based internship (Murakami 

Ramalho, Byng et al. 2010). 

 Murakami Ramalho (2010) further studied principal preparation programs in a 

case study that explored the formation of the Texas State Board for Educator 

Certification and the changes to principal certification specifically.  This was part of a 

larger study from the University of Texas Center for Collaborative Educational Research 

and Policy.  He found that administrator preparation was substantially, if not entirely, 

university based, with little variation in curricular content.  As a result of the rewrites, 

semester credit hours and courses are no longer required, but a standards-based 

curriculum now governs the preparation of administrators, giving other entities (e.g., 

alternative certification providers, school districts, and regional education service centers) 

the option of preparing and certifying administrators (Murakami Ramalho, Byng et al., 

2010).  As the rewrites of the principal certification requirements shifted from a course-

based system to a standards-based system, performance metrics were developed to assess 

the candidates' readiness. Principal preparation programs were expected to be aligned 

with nine principal competencies of the TExES (the state certification examination, 

including a specific principal certification exam) in the areas of school community 
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leadership, instructional leadership, and administrative leadership (Texas Education 

Agency, 2006) (Murakami Ramalho, Byng et al., 2010). 

 In 2005, Arthur Levine published the results of a four-year study of America’s 

schools of education.  Prior to this study, there had not been much published that 

involved the detail about the status of the universities, colleges, not-for-profit and for-

profit alternative education programs as Levine’s study.  Levine writes: 

 Increasingly, education schools are being blamed for intractable social problems 
 they did not create and cannot solve.  They have been faulted for the quality of the 
 people who choose to become teachers and administrators.  They have been 
 blamed for the woes of low-performing schools and school systems.  They have 
 been criticized for their inability to close the achievement gap between the most 
 advantaged and most disadvantaged children in America. 
 
In support of this statement, Levine cited prior research including a report by the National 

Commission of Excellence in Educational Administration (1987) entitled “Leaders for 

America’s Schools.”  The report’s conclusion stated that fewer than 200 of the country’s 

500 graduate programs in educational administration were capable of meeting necessary 

standards of excellence.  The rest, the commission stated should be closed (Levine, 

2005). In addition Levine states: 

 As large as these numbers seem, they actually understate how many school 
 leadership programs exist.  Today, 55 percent of the education schools in our 
 survey report having a graduate program to educate principals, and 32 percent of 
 them have a comparable program for superintendents.  While some programs are 
 non degree granting, the combined total of degree and non-degree programs is 
 more than 600.  This is considerably larger than anticipated and previously 
 reported in the literature.  This means that since 1987, when the National 
 Commission on Excellence in Educational Administration recommended closing 
 three-fifths of the nation’s graduate programs in school leadership, the number of 
 programs appears to have actually increased (Levine, 2005). 
 
 As part of Levine’s report he conducted a Principals Survey of school leaders that 

graduated from university based degree and certification programs, surveying which 
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courses they had taken.  Over 80 percent of the respondents reported taking the same nine 

courses: instructional leadership (92 percent), school law (91 percent), educational 

psychology (91 percent), curriculum development (90 percent), research methods (89 

percent), historical and philosophical foundations of education (88 percent), teaching and 

learning (87 percent), child and adolescent development (85 percent), and the school 

principalship (84 percent) (Levine, 2005).  These statistics clearly show the similarities 

among university based principal certification programs.  The study continued to ask 

these same practicing administrators how they perceived the value of the courses were for 

their current position.  Only 63 percent of the principals found the courses valuable.  The 

three highest scoring classes were school law at 80 percent, child and adolescent 

psychology at 79 percent, and instructional leadership at 78 percent, and only 56 percent 

of the respondents rated their courses high in quality (Levine, 2005). Eighty-nine percent, 

or nearly 9 out of 10 principals, said that schools of education fail to adequately prepare 

their graduates to cope with classroom realities, and surprisingly 47 percent of principals 

stated that the curriculum of their education school was outdated relative to the 

curriculum, professor’s knowledge, textbooks, and classroom practices (Levine, 2005). 

Program Reform 

 Apparently state education departments are noticing that university education 

departments are not reforming themselves as fast as needed.  State certification 

departments have increasingly approved alternative routes and waiving traditional 

certification requirements for principals and superintendents (Levine, 2005).  Already, a 

few things stand out about the ways these new providers are educating school 

administrators.  First, they tend to give more emphasis to on-the-job preparation than 
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university-based programs do, and they seem to favor mentoring over book learning.  

Their formal curricula seem to be more pragmatic, geared to the specific knowledge and 

skills required by school principals and superintendents at different career stages (Levine, 

2005). 

 So what we have today are parallel approaches to educating school leaders.  On 

the one hand, we have traditional university programs that are classroom-based.  They 

rely primarily on courses of uniform length; utilize a faculty composed largely of 

education school professors, supplemented by practitioners; and provide instruction in the 

field of education.  In contrast, the new competitors offer programs that are variable in 

length; are primarily experiential; occur largely in schools; are taught primarily by 

practitioners, supplemented by business school professors; and focus on management 

(Levine, 2005).  Levine comments that “The new providers have not been any more 

systematic about evaluating their performance than have the education programs they 

seek to replace,” and that there is not any “evidence” of success.  Testimonials abound, 

but no systematic research exists to demonstrate that these new programs are any more or 

less successful than the traditional versions.  He also notes: “Because the alternative 

programs were not a focus of this project, it is not possible to evaluate them based on the 

nine standards of quality.  At this point, we know that alternative programs are different 

than those at universities.  But we have no idea whether they are better or worse.”  

(Levine and Education Schools 2005) 

Literature Review Summary 

 The literature available studying principal certification programs and how they 

prepare principals for the job is minimal, at best.  Cheney puts the value of principal 
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preparation in perspective, “The fact is, principals account for 25 percent—and teachers 

33 percent—of a school’s total impact on achievement.  Put simply, the principal is the 

best positioned person in every school to ensure successive years of quality teaching for 

each child (Cheney, 2008).”  If, in fact, the principal is the most impactful person in the 

succession of a child’s schooling, how do certification programs make sure they are 

prepared?  Arthur Levine (2005) states what our principals are now facing in education, 

“In a rapidly changing environment, principals and superintendents no longer serve 

primarily as supervisors.  They are being called on to lead in the redesign of their schools 

and school systems.  In an outcome-based and accountability driven era, administrators 

have to lead their schools in the rethinking of goals, priorities, finances, staffing, 

curriculum, pedagogies, learning resources, assessment methods, technology, and use of 

time and space.”   

 In the changing role of the principal, how can we tell if training practices are 

effective?  “While there is a good deal of research showing that principals make a 

difference in the success of students, there is no systematic research documenting the 

impact of school leadership programs on the achievement of children in the schools and 

school systems that graduates of these programs lead (Levine, 2005).”  There is an 

obvious need for continued research of best practices within our states principal 

certification programs. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 
 

The purpose of this section is to describe the research methodology involved 

within the study.  The main purpose of the study is to examine the characteristics within 

alternative and traditional principal preparation programs and how each program prepares 

the administrator for their job.  The research questions guiding the study include the 

following:   

1. What type of certification program did the school administrators graduate 

from? 

2. What were the specific experiences school administrators found valuable in 

their certification programs for their administrative position? 

3. What methods of instruction and curriculum were used in school 

administrators’ certification program? 

This chapter includes the following sections: characteristics and rationale of a 

qualitative study, qualitative research strategy, role of the researcher, data collection 

procedures, data analysis procedures, strategies for validating findings, and narrative 

structure.  The goal of this study was to identify characteristics of traditional and 

alternative certification programs and how they prepare principals for their role as the 

leader of a campus.  This chapter discusses the methodology and procedures used in this 

study. 
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Qualitative Research Strategy 

 This research study was guided by the phenomenological approach to qualitative 

research.  Qualitative research allows the researcher to identify themes and conclusions 

based on experiences of the participants (Creswell, 2003). 

 The focus of this research was on interviewing participants in the Central Texas 

area about their experiences and curriculum in the principal certification program they 

graduated from, traditional or alternative, and whether these experiences and curriculum 

were valuable to their job.  After gathering the data through a survey and interviews the 

researcher triangulated the data with the identified curriculum provided by the 

certification entity.  This allowed the researcher to identify common themes and trends in 

order to begin to articulate elements of school principal development that are valuable in 

the different certification programs throughout the state. 

 

Role of the Researcher 

 Principal certification programs originated through the university setting, based 

on a master’s degree along with a professional certificate provided by the state education 

agency.  More recently, alternative programs, based in school districts, education service 

centers, and through online delivery means, have become popular due to different 

instructional techniques and curriculum.  The researcher in this study attempted to gain 

understanding of differences in curriculum and experiences in these separate programs to 

determine their value to the school administrator’s position.  The researcher graduated 

from an alternative certification program prior to becoming a principal and subsequently 

was asked to coordinate the same program later in his career.  Now, as a superintendent, 
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the researcher can see value in each program. However, there is not much research 

available that identifies these valuable experiences. 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher utilized a phenomenological approach in this qualitative study.  

Participants were selected from the AskTED Texas Education Agency principal 

directory.  Participants were then given an online survey to narrow the list to the specified 

criteria.  Interviews were conducted to gather rich, detailed, descriptive data, which was 

then coded during the data analysis to identify emerging themes. 

The researcher gained permission from the Texas Tech University Institutional 

Review Board in order to protect the rights of the participants.  In addition, participants 

all signed an informed consent form prior to completing the survey or interview 

associated with this study.  Participants were purposefully selected based on location 

along with the type of certification program they attended.  The researcher selected eight 

participants representing both the traditional and alternative certification programs to 

gather data for the study.  Participants were given pseudonyms to protect their identity. 

 The researcher gathered a majority of data for this study through the use of 

interviews.  This source of data gathering allowed the researcher to gain deeper 

understanding of the phenomenon at hand.  This also allowed the researcher to gather 

historical information that was needed to identify variables within each of the 

certification programs.  The interview questions were open-ended questions that allowed 

interview participants to elicit their views and opinions of the program they attended.  

The researcher also utilized surveys to gain basic information about the participants along 
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with a survey completed by the certification entity to gain information on their 

curriculum offerings and program characteristics. 

 The researcher scripted personal interviews using an interview protocol that 

identified research questions and probes supporting these questions.  Each interview was 

also audio-recorded so that the researcher had the ability to recall key statements and 

specific notes.  Interviews were transcribed in order to make comparisons and identify 

emergent themes. 

 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Creswell (2003) identifies the process of data analysis as “preparing the data for 

analysis, conducting different analyses, moving deeper and deeper into understanding the 

data, representing the data, and making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the 

data.”  The researcher analyzed the data using a systematic coding process, organizing 

the material into chunks and then finding meaning in each of the chunks.  Upon 

completion of data review and chunking, the researcher clustered similar topics to 

identify codes throughout the data.  As common codes are identified, themes begin to 

emerge. 

 

Strategies for Validating Findings 

 Accurate and specific information was critical to the success of this study.  The 

researcher attempted to gather rich data that are the product of detailed, descriptive notes 

and transcriptions.  Upon completion of the interview transcription process, the 

researcher sought respondent validation through email to ensure that participants 
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approved of the interview data gathered.  Triangulation was used to validate participant 

data with information gathered from the certification entity on curriculum and instruction 

used in their unique program.  The researcher also utilized peer debriefing to identify 

areas of review and to enhance the accuracy of the research. 

 

Narrative Structure 

 The narrative structure was designed around an analysis of each case and cross-

referencing among the other cases.  Every attempt was used to embed quotations from the 

participants into the narrative in order to provide a deeper understanding of the research.  

The researcher interpreted quotations and data as needed to provide the reader with an 

understanding of the context.  Fraenkel and Walden (1990) describe the focus of 

qualitative research as “participants’ perceptions and experiences and the way they make 

sense of their lives.  The attempt is therefore to understand not one, but multiple 

realities.”  The researcher provided specific quotations and interpretations in order for the 

reader to create a deep understanding of the similarities and differences of study 

participants’ experiences.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) state: “qualitative research is an 

emergent design in its negotiated outcomes.  Meanings and interpretations are negotiated 

with human data sources because it is the subjects’ realities that the researcher attempts to 

reconstruct.” 

 

Anticipated Ethical Issues 

 The purpose of this research was to identify strengths in specific programs.  There 

was no intention to highlight weaknesses to determine how effective a program is.  Data 
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was based on individual experiences and confirmation of strong emerging themes can 

only be determined with more participants in the study.  Participants were provided 

pseudonyms so names could not be connected to certification programs.  Programs were 

also given pseudonyms but placed into one of the two categories, traditional or 

alternative, to identify strengths in each.  The researcher used participants from the 

program he coordinated.  However, participants in this study had not been students of the 

researcher.  This study allowed participants to withdraw at any time and data gathered 

from them would not be used. 

 

Significance of the Study 

 The goal of this study was to provide data about relevant content, experiences, 

and curriculum in principal preparation courses in both the traditional university-based 

setting along with the alternative setting.  If common themes can be identified in either or 

both programs, this will help certification program designers and professors create 

stronger courses of study and more relevant experiences needed to prepare aspiring 

school administrators for their jobs.  As needs change with the principal’s role in a 

school, so must the way we prepare administrators to deal with these new situations.  

This study attempted to identify the strengths in each program based on the experiences 

of practicing administrators. 

 

Expected Outcomes 

 The literature review revealed some concerning information about the traditional 

university-based principal certification model and how much of the content is not 
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relevant for the practice of being an administrator.  The alternative certification approach 

was presented in several studies.  However, there is not much research on what 

characteristics of the alternative method are strong, or any better than the traditional 

model.  With the researcher being an educator and having coordinated an alternative 

principal certification program, he can conclude that students, young and old, learn in 

different ways.  Many students have the ability to take traditional theoretical knowledge 

and turn it into practice while other students need a hands-on interactive approach to see 

research in action.  Both programs will have strengths and weaknesses for different 

administrators.  Ultimately, finding the correct mix of theoretical knowledge and hands-

on practice will produce the best outcome. 

 

Summary 

 Chapter three identified the qualitative methods used in this study in an attempt to 

answer the following research questions: 

1. What type of certification program did the school administrators graduate 

from? 

2. What were the specific experiences school administrators found valuable in 

their certification programs for their administrative position? 

3. What methods of instruction and curriculum were used in the school 

administrators’ certification program? 

The researcher utilized a phenomenological approach in this qualitative study.  

Participants were selected from the AskTED Texas Education Agency principal 

directory.  Participants were then given an online survey to narrow the list to the specified 
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criteria.  Interviews were conducted to gather rich, detailed, descriptive data, which was 

then coded during the data analysis to identify emerging themes. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of school 

administrators in both traditional and alternative administrator preparation programs to 

determine if a specific program style prepares school administrators better for their job.  

This chapter presents the results generated from the open-ended, semi-structured 

interviews conducted with the participants.  Eight participants were individually 

interviewed after completing an initial online survey to determine if they met the study 

criteria.  Results of the online survey can be found in Table 1 below.   
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Table 4,1.  Participant Information 

 

 

The interviews included questions about the participant’s experiences in their 

principal certification program along with the internship component.  Questions further 

probed into the participant’s current roles and responsibilities along with the major 

duties they are currently facing in their position.  Participants were also asked about 

what they consider to be challenges that principal certification programs will need to 

address for future principal candidates.  The research questions guiding the interviews 

were: 

 

1. What type of certification program did the school administrators graduate 

from? 

 Certification 
Program 

Program 
Model 

Years in 
Education 

Current 
Position 

Years as 
Principal 

Years as 
Asst. 
Principal 

Program 
Length 
(years) 

Internship 
Length 

Devon Traditional Cohort 13 Principal 2 3.5 2  6 months 

Carrie Traditional Cohort 32 Principal 8 1 2 6 months 

Leanne Traditional Cohort 8 Principal 2 5 mo 2 6 months 

Kelly Traditional Cohort 34 Principal 8 2 2 6 months 

Jill Alternative Individual 

Progress 

12 Principal 1 5 18 mo 18 months 

John Traditional Cohort 12 Asst Supt 6 2 2 6 months 

Chris Alternative Cohort 23 Principal 3 6 2  1 year 

Jim Alternative Cohort 18 Specialist 7 3 2  6 months 
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2. What methods of instruction and curriculum were used in school 

administrator’s certification program? 

3. What were the specific experiences school administrators found valuable in 

their certification programs for their administrative position? 

The researcher utilized an audio recorder during the interviews, while also 

manually scripting data throughout the questioning.  Audio files were transcribed and 

imported into the software program NVivo for processing.  This allowed the 

researcher to code the data and organize it into potential themes.  An initial online 

survey was sent to potential participants to help the researcher identify administrators 

that fit the criteria of the study.  This survey also provided the researcher with data 

about the background and career of the participants. 

A systematic approach was used in the data analysis by the researcher based on the 

choice of using the grounded theory method for the study.  The research utilized open 

coding to identify similar groupings of data among the participants.  Once categories were 

established, the researcher utilized axial coding to begin to identify themes within the 

categories.  Constant comparative analysis is used within the selective coding process to 

begin to understand the phenomenon of the study (Strauss & Corbin, 1994).   To assist the 

researcher in the coding process, the computer software program NVivo was utilized.  The 

program allowed the researcher to identify and manage the nodes and themes into 

categories and ultimately develop a coherent understanding of the study. 

This chapter is organized into three sections.  The first section introduces the 

reader to the participants with descriptions of their backgrounds, career path and current 

roles.  This section also provides the reader with an understanding of the campus they 
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are leading along with the students they instruct.  The second section digs deeper into 

the qualitative interview procedures and provides participant perspectives of their 

certification programs, including type of principal certification program the participant 

attended along with their personal perceptions of the program.  This section also 

includes the experiences participants feel helped them be successful in their current 

role.  The last section presents what the researcher identified as common themes that 

emerged during the data analysis. 

Participants included four elementary school principals, two middle school 

principals, and two high school principals.  Once the participants agreed to participate in the 

interview, the researcher sent a copy of the interview questions prior to meeting for the 

interview.  The majority of the questions were open-ended, allowing the researcher to probe 

for more detail about the specifics of the particular certification program.  Interview 

questions were developed prior to the interviews and approved by the dissertation 

committee along with the Texas Tech Institutional Review Board. 

Participants were selected purposefully based on the criteria of the study.  

Participants must have completed the principal certification program within the last 10 

years, have served as a principal or assistant principal within the last 10 years, and be 

located within the Texas Education Agency Regions of 2, 3, 4, 6, 12, 13, 14, 15, and 20. 

Descriptive Information on Study Participants 
 

 The researcher utilized multiple resources to gather data about the participants.  

The identification of possible candidates was generated through the Texas Education 

Agency’s online Texas Education Directory (AskTED) (Texas Education Agency, 2013).  

This database allowed the researcher to narrow down candidates to the identified TEA 
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regions.  Once the potential candidates were identified in the database, the researcher 

sent, via email, an initial participation letter (Appendix A) that began to narrow the 

participant pool.  Candidates were asked to reply to the email if they were interested in 

participating in the study.   

 The initial email included 121 principals yielding 18 responses that were returned 

to the researcher with an interest to participate.  A follow up online survey (Appendix B) 

was sent to the 18 respondents to further narrow down the pool of study participants.  

Responses to the online survey were populated into a spreadsheet that allowed the 

researcher to identify eight interview participants.  Participants agreed to face-to-face 

interviews in which the researcher utilized predetermined questions (Appendix C) with 

the ability to add follow up questions as deemed necessary by the researcher.  Descriptive 

information gathered during this process is included in the following pages to allow 

readers to understand the individual backgrounds each participant possesses. 

Devin 

 The researcher interviewed Devin at the researcher’s office.  Devin is in the 

process of acquiring a certification as a superintendent.  He has been in education for 13 

years and has served as a principal for 2 years and an assistant principal for 3.5 years.  

Devin was a special education teacher in a large high school in north Texas.  He enrolled 

into a traditional university-based principal certification program in 2006 in central Texas 

and completed the program in 3 years.   

Currently, Devin is serving as principal for both the middle and high school in a 

small, rural community in southwest Texas located within the Region 20 ESC service 

area.  Devin oversees 211 students in the high school and 142 students in the junior high 
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and has one assistant principal to help out with both campuses.  Both campuses achieved 

the rating of “Met Standard” according to the Texas Education Agency School Report 

Card.  The district serves approximately 68% Hispanic students and has 57% of the 

student population identified as Economically Disadvantaged.   

When asked about his duties, Devin responded with “pretty much everything that 

deals with 6th through 12th grade.  Whether its Student Success Initiative stuff with the 

Junior High or End of Course stuff with the High School, being in a small district you 

wear pretty much every hat.”  When asked what he spends most of his time with, he 

stated that parents are the number one thing he works with.  “Putting out fires” was stated 

multiple times.  “Just trying to stay on top of all the different fires, whether it’s a teacher 

did something they shouldn’t have done, or there’s a kid that called my son a bad word 

today and they’re bullying him and taking care of this, that, and the other.”   

Carrie 

 The researcher interviewed Carrie at her office within her campus.  Carrie has 

been in education for 32 years and is currently serving as the principal of a second, third 

and fourth grade campus in central Texas within the Region 13 ESC service area.  Carrie 

is certified in Biology, Life and Earth Science and all level Special Education.  She has 

served as principal of her campus for eight years and was an assistant principal within the 

same district for 1 year prior to becoming the principal.  Carrie attended a traditional 

university-based program in northwest Texas through a distance campus located in 

central Texas.   

 Carrie is the principal of a fast growing elementary school in northwest portion of 

the Region 13 ESC service area, about 45 miles northwest of Austin.  Her school educates 
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642 students over three grade levels and she has one assistant principal.  Student 

enrollment consists of 77% white and 20% Hispanic and 28% of the students are 

identified as Economically Disadvantaged.  The campus achieved the rating of “Met 

Standard” from the Texas Education Agency.   

 Carrie’s major areas of responsibility include “curriculum alignment, curriculum 

development, discipline, public relations with my community, budget, stretching my 

dollars, planning for growth.  Goodness.  Current roles and responsibility, sometimes I 

wonder what am I not responsible for?  I'm sure there are other things.”  She stated that 

she spends the majority of her time on data and data tracking along with consistency in 

curriculum, behavior management and procedures.  “We are a very large campus.  I have 

13 teachers in each grade level.  Making sure that the planning, the organization of the 

meetings and the agendas [are consistent].”  She also says that with so many newcomers 

and new families that she spends a lot of time with parents.  “How would I divide my day 

up?  I would say 50% of it is on the data and curriculum, which is too much.  I do a lot of 

wandering, I do a lot of popping in.  I call it flybys, just being out and about.  Probably 

50% of my time is spent doing that.  The other, it varies by the week or by the day.”   

Leanne 

 The researcher interviewed Leanne at her school office.  She has been in 

education for 9 years and is currently in her second year as principal of an elementary 

school.  Leanne is also certified in 4th through 8th grade math and science and was a 

teacher at her school prior to becoming the assistant principal and then principal.  She 

only served as assistant principal for 5 months before being promoted into her current 

role.   
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 The campus Leanne leads is in a small, rural district located about 80 miles east of 

Austin.  The district is located within the Region 13 ESC service area.  The elementary 

campus serves 169 students in grades Pre-K through sixth grade.  Students are 74% White 

and 17% Hispanic and 35% are identified as Economically Disadvantaged.  Leanne is the 

only administrator on her campus that did “Meet Standard” according to the Texas 

Education Agency.   

 Leanne stated that her major areas of responsibility “include anything from 

student safety, to curriculum, to working with teachers, and leading teachers.  One of the 

biggest things that I say is I’m a lead learner, because we’re constantly learning.  If I can 

be that model for teachers, paraprofessionals, secretaries, and students; that kind of 

philosophy hits all areas.  Technology, because we're in a small school, we wear any hat 

we need to put on for that second of the day.  Again, just working with teachers and 

leading students to be as successful as they can be.”  Leanne fluctuates between 13 and 14 

teachers, depending on the student population, and the teachers have to serve in multiple 

capacities including regularly teaching different grades of students.   

 Leanne takes a very “hand’s-on” approach with her leadership.  When asked about 

what areas of her job she spends most of her time, she replied with the following, 

I think just being visible.  I'm out on campus a lot.  Trying to get into the 
classrooms, whether it's formal observations or informal.  I try to make through a 
round or two or three every day.  I don't like to be in my office, so I put all that 
stuff on the back burner unless I absolutely have to be in the office to deal with 
discipline or so forth.  I think providing that feedback to teachers, making sure the 
students know I'm visible, and participate in some of the questions that are going 
on in the class.  They'll know I want to sit there and raise my hand and want to 
answer just as excited as they (students) do.  Just trying to participate in what the 
students are doing, so I know what's going on in their education, too.  

 
Kelly 
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The researcher interviewed Kelly in her office.  Kelly is currently in her 34th year 

of education having served as an administrator for the last 10 years.  She is currently 

serving as principal of an intermediate school, which serves grades five and six.  She is 

also certified with a grades 1-8 Generalist certificate which she used to teach with for 24 

years.  Kelly is principal in the same district as Carrie and John serve in.   

 Kelly’s school is located about 45 miles northwest of Austin within the Region 13 

ESC service area.  Her campus instructs 548 students that rated a “Met Standard” on the 

previous School Report Card published by the Texas Education Agency.  Student 

demographic breakdown is broken into 75% White and 19% Hispanic with 24% of the 

students identified as Economically Disadvantaged.  Kelly has one assistant principal to 

help with the campus. 

When asked about major areas of responsibility, Kelly stated,  

My major charge is to transition the kids from elementary learners to secondary 
readiness, as well as the academics, that is the big responsibility.  I've delegated 
responsibility on my campus.  My counselor is testing counselor and 504 
Coordinator.  My assistant is student services, maintenance, and plan.  I focus on 
curriculum, instruction, and staffing.  Now, it doesn't mean that we're exclusive, 
but that's what we start and that has helped us all get closer to the kids, have time 
for the kids, so I think that the biggest responsibility is to keep those roles going 
so we can stay in contact with kids because none of us want to get behind closed 
doors and stay there all day.  

 
Kelly’s school has grown from 417 students according to the 2013-2014 School Report 

Card to currently having 548 students enrolled.   

 Beyond her major duties as the principal she spends most of her time on 

scheduling, “I think staff and schedule issues because scheduling supports everything 

else, resource distribution.  We’re growing so fast it’s like a constant adjustment system.”  

With so many new students there are new and unique needs, “with the new kids coming 
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in there are specific needs that are kind of different and maybe more intense than we have 

had in the past. Learning how to deal with those needs and learning how to integrate them 

into what we have, so those two things I think are the biggest.”   

Jill 

 Jill was interviewed within her office of a large, urban high school just north of 

Austin.  Jill is currently in her second year as principal of the high school.  Prior to this 

position, she served as associate principal for 1 year and then as an assistant principal for 

4 years both in the same campus that she is currently principal at.  Jill also holds a 

Biology teaching certificate that she used for teaching and as an instructional specialist in 

a district outside of Houston.   

Jill’s current campus serves ninth through twelfth grades and has just over 2,600 

students.  She has one associate principal and 5 assistant principals that manage the large 

population of students and teachers.  Student demographic breakdown includes 46% 

White, 23% Hispanic, and 11% African American, while 23% are identified as 

Economically Disadvantaged.  The campus did score a “Met Standard” on the latest 

Texas Education Agency School Report Card.   

The researcher asked Jill what her major areas of responsibility included and she 

stated that efficiency is critical to running a school that large.  “Making sure that the 

building runs in an efficient manner.  It's a lot of protecting teachers with their time and a 

lot of student interaction, parent interaction, and community interaction.”  This campus 

and district is located in the fastest growing county in the nation in 2012 according to 

Forbes magazine and requires a tremendous amount of efficiency and planning.  “We're 

going through a bond process right now.  That's probably the biggest continual thing 
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that's going to carry on through the next couple of years.  They're rebuilding basically the 

entire building, they're renovating and building on and all of that.”   

As far as what Jill spends the most time on during her job, she states, “I would say 

it's a lot of interactions with people within the community of the school.  A lot of putting 

out fires and finding resources, making sure that people are protected to do the jobs that 

they need to do or that they have what they need in order to do the job that they are 

required to do whether that's administrators or teachers.”  Managing over 2,600 high 

school students requires the principal to be very visible.  “A lot of, obviously, parent 

communication, things that they're not satisfied at whatever level and then it ends up on 

my plate, before it gets to central office making sure that we take care of it in-house.”   

John 

The researcher conducted the interview with John in his office at the district.  John 

has been in education for 13 years and is currently serving as the assistant superintendent 

in his district.  John was promoted to this position at the beginning of the 2015-2016 

school year from middle school principal where he served for seven years.  Prior to that 

he was an assistant principal for two years at the intermediate school in the same district 

and also holds a certification in business which he taught for three years.   

John works in the same district as Carrie and Kelly which is about 45 miles 

northwest of Austin and in a very fast growing area of central Texas.  John was the junior 

high school principal prior to his current role and served just over 500 students at his 

campus which held seventh and eighth grade students.  The demographic breakdown of 

the students on his campus was 79% White and 18% Hispanic and had a Economically 

Disadvantaged percentage of 22%.  John’s campus scored the highest accountability 
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rating of “Met Standard” in 2014 according to the Texas Education Agency.   

The researcher asked John to frame his answers around his experience as a 

principal in the interview, rather than answering on the basis of his current position of 

assistant superintendent.  John was asked about what his primary responsibilities were at 

the middle school and he responded that most of the time it was communicating with the 

different stakeholders.  “Really, I don’t like to meet just to meet, but I like to meet to get 

things done and solve problems, and communicate.”  He valued getting out of the office 

and “just being visible, being a positive image of the district.”  John also commented that 

it was important for him to set the standards for his staff and “setting the tone.”  The 

researcher probed more into this theme and asked John to describe the idea with more 

detail.  “I would tell them we’re going to set the standard because if we’re going to be the 

standard we’re going to do it the right way and not do it halfway.”  His goal was to set 

high expectations for his staff while he held high expectations for himself.   

When asked what he spent most of his time on during the job, he commented that 

it was the typical parent meetings, discipline and planning a principal deals with.  John’s 

philosophy however was to deal with these “with a purpose.”  He described how he 

always went in with agenda’s ahead of time so that no time was wasted during the 

meetings.  “That’s when people get to the point.  That’s when you start seeing some 

successes and then buy-ins and growth, and taking steps for improvement.”   

Chris 

Chris came to the researcher’s office to conduct the initial interview and then a 

follow up interview was done over the phone.  Chris is currently in his 23rd year of 

education.  He holds the principal certificate, a Biology certificate, US History certificate, 
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Algebra 1 certificate, and Physical Education certificate.  Chris taught for 14 years in 

multiple capacities, was an assistant principal for a high school for three years and an 

assistant principal for an elementary school for 3 years before becoming a principal of an 

elementary school in which he has held the position for 3 years.  Each of his 

administrative jobs was in different districts but all within the Region 13 ESC service 

area.   

Chris is currently the principal of the only elementary school in his district.  The 

district is a smaller, rural district about 40 miles north of Austin but is experiencing 

tremendous growth as it is located in the same fast-growth county as Jill’s school.  

Chris’s school currently serves pre-k through fourth grades and he has over 550 students.  

Chris has one assistant principal to help him with the campus.  The school’s demographic 

breakdown consists of 50% Hispanic students and 42% White students with 68% of the 

total students being identified as economically disadvantaged.  The campus did acquire 

the “Met Standard” rating from the Texas Education Agency for the 2014 School Report 

Card.   

Chris was asked about the major duties associated with his current position.  He 

commented that when he arrived at the campus, it was in its second year of Improvement 

Required (IR), which means that for multiple years it did not meet the state expectations 

for accountability.  The second year that a campus is IR, there is a Professional Service 

Provider (PSP) assigned to the campus by the Texas Education Agency that develops an 

improvement plan with the campus and performs routine compliance checks to ensure 

that the plan is being followed.  Understanding this, Chris emphasized that his main 

duties were to get the campus out of the “Improvement Required” category so much of 
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his time was devoted to improving instructional programs for the students.  He stated, “I 

was continuously looking for tools and programs that would help with the areas we 

struggled with.”  He also made sure that teachers committed the time to learn the 

programs and tools, “I had to develop instructional policies for the staff and make sure 

that teachers had the appropriate training for the tools along with having updated 

instructional information.  If teachers are not held accountable for using the resources, 

they probably won’t use them.”  Chris did make a point to let the researcher know that 

they are no longer an IR school and now the high expectations for instruction are standard 

on the campus.   

Jim 

Jim came to the researcher’s office to conduct his interview.  He has been in 

education for 18 years, in which he has been an elementary teacher teaching English 

Language Arts and Technology.  After teaching for 8 years, Jim was accepted into a 

principal preparation program after having already earned his master’s degree in 

Computer Science.  He became an assistant principal in a large urban district for three 

years and then a principal in a small rural district for six years southwest of San Antonio.   

Jim is currently working for the Texas Center for District and School Support out 

of Region 13 Education Service Center in Austin.  This department works with principals 

of struggling schools to improve student achievement across the state.  Jim was hired at 

Region 13 in August of 2015.  The school he served as principal of was in a small 

community near San Antonio.  He was the principal of the only elementary school in the 

district and he had 215 students and 23 teachers.  He was the only administrator on the 

campus with no assistant.  The first four years while Jim was at his elementary it served 
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pre-k through sixth grade.  It then moved sixth grade to the junior high and he served pre-

k through fifth grade.  Jim’s school rated “Improvement Required” for the 2013-2014 

school year by the Texas Education Agency.  The student breakdown of Jim’s school is 

69% Hispanic and 29% White.  Of all his students, 68% are identified as economically 

disadvantaged.   

When asked about what areas of his job he spent the most time at, Jim’s comment 

was, “Most of my time as an elementary principal was spent in the instructional support 

and teacher support role.  I was the only administrator at the campus so it also meant a lot 

of time dealing with all aspects of school operations including discipline and everything 

else.  It was pretty broad but the expectation was to spend as much time as possible with 

teachers and instruction.”  Without any additional administrator on campus, Jim 

developed much of the policy and procedures on his own.  “Because of the size of the 

district, we were able to spend a lot of time working with policy and handbooks and stuff 

for staff and students.  We did reviews of those every year.”   

This section began to provide the reader with an understanding of the participants 

included in the study.  Identifying with the backgrounds and careers of the participants 

paints a picture of the quality of principals that participated in this study.  The researcher 

attempted to include candidates varying in elementary and secondary settings along with 

representation from urban and rural schools as well as large and small schools.   

Perspectives on Participant Feelings 

The purpose of this section is to describe the individual programs that each 

participant earned their principal certification through.  It identifies whether the program 

was a traditional university-based certification program or an alternative certification 
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program, which answers one of the research questions, “What type of certification 

program did the school administrators graduate from?”  This section also attempts to 

answer research question two, “What were the specific experiences school administrators 

found valuable in their certification programs for their administrative position?”  Value is 

often identified with what we take away from an experience.  This question seeks to 

provide the reader with authentic quotes from the participants about what they valued 

most, or didn’t value, in their certification programs.  Finally, this section reports on the 

curriculum and instructional methods that were used by the programs to provide valuable 

experiences to the participants. 

Devin  

Devin went through a traditional university-based principal certification program 

in which he earned a master’s degree in Educational Administration through a satellite 

campus of a major state university.  The course sequence required that all courses initially 

began as face-to-face sessions and toward the end of his degree several of the courses 

offered blended instruction, which included face-to-face and online instruction.  Devin 

went through the program while he was a teacher and coach and the time constraints with 

attending classes extended his degree plan from 2 years to 3 years. 

Devin was asked about what coursework he remembered in his program.  “My 

first class was a mini summer class on psychology and I enjoyed that class.  The teacher I 

think is more what made that class enjoyable because she took the time to make sure that 

she understood who you were, and built that personal relationship.”  The researcher 

probed into this theme more, asking whether the content was more influential or the 

professors and teachers in the skills gained.  Devin responded, “I would have to say the 
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professors probably were, definitely.  I mean the content was good, don't get me wrong.  

Some of it was good.  Some of the stuff we worked through, the data books were very 

good but to me it boils down to, again, the person. That's just a recurring theme.” 

The researcher moved into another question on what experiences in your program 

did you feel had the most value to your current job.  Devin’s response was, “I think 

probably getting the internship was probably one of the most influential parts of it, 

definitely.  I think that's a huge part of it.  Just getting to do the different things in there, 

getting more responsibility when you get into that internship, and you can fall back on 

some of the different case studies that you did during courses and look at the 

comparison.”  Devin mentioned that, as he finished up his coursework and got closer to 

the internship, he began to have the same students in his courses he had from the previous 

semester.  The original program did not start as a cohort model, but it partially turned into 

one by the end of the degree.  He appreciated the value of being able to talk and share 

ideas and concerns with other students he was able to build relationships with. 

Devin was asked about what areas of the certification program he did not feel 

were as valuable or areas that he would like to have covered in the courses.  “I definitely 

wish we would have had a budgeting class in there.  It seems like almost every professor 

that I talked to during that time was like budgeting is just something you’ve got to get in 

and start doing.”  The lack of a budget course in the certification program did cause some 

animosity, “Maybe if we would have just had one component in one of the classes it 

might have been nice…starting out as an assistant principal you don’t really get to mess 

with the budget a whole lot.  I mean, you do a little bit but you don’t get the whole piece 

of the pie, and each district you go to is different.” 
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When asked about what challenges principal certification programs need to 

address for future candidates, Devin provided several comments.  “I would definitely 

throw a budgeting class into it.  Also a Principal 101 just to cover small things that you 

don’t think about such as meetings, dealing with your staff, how to set up programs.  

Things like working on the negative employees, because you are going to have some.  

Also something on deescalating situations.” 

Carrie 

Carrie also attended a satellite campus from a major Texas public university.  

Most of the courses were conducted through video feed, however, many of the professors 

came to the satellite campus to provide face-to-face instruction.  The program was a 

cohort model with approximately 15-18 students and was designed for students to 

complete the program within two years.  Carrie went through the program while she was 

a teacher in her district. 

When asked about the coursework she remembered for her class, she stated, “I 

loved my law classes, I think in another life I might have gone that direction.  Loved the 

project-based classes, loved working with teams and working through scenarios.”  She 

also mentioned that most of the classes were not just lecture, but there were guest 

speakers, both principals and superintendents that came in and visited with the groups.  

Carrie felt this was very valuable, to have actual practitioners talk about what they do.  

When asked if she remembered any specific titles of courses, she wasn’t able to, but did 

remember the themes that she felt had the most impact. 

“We spent a lot of time on theory.  When you walk into a principal position, when 

I was taking those classes, I thought, ‘I’m not sure why I’m doing this?’ After the 
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tsunami, then you go back and you’ve got some foundation to pull on.  I get it now.  I 

didn’t early on.  If you’d interviewed me five years after I’d gotten out of the program, I 

don’t know if I’d have had the same appreciation as I have now.”  She also commented 

about how she continues to use many of the books that were required for her courses 

including several of the Robert Marzano books on Educational Leadership.  Carrie was 

questioned on what experiences in her program she feels had the most value to her current 

principal job.  She commented, “I think the curriculum pieces, getting into the importance 

of connecting curriculum.  Being able to make those connections between teaching and 

data and using that data to drive instruction.  I think that was very valuable. Then the 

other piece was the connections I made in the program because you never know ... 

Education changes so quickly that you have to have resources to call on when you don't 

have answers.”  When asked to provide more detail, she mentioned, “those connections, 

those phone friends, those shooting out emails, being part of organizations that you didn’t 

even know existed.  I think that’s been the most value for me.”  The cohort model made a 

lifelong impact on her. 

What would she have changed with the program?  “I don’t know it's so much 

change as an addition to.  Part of that might be the change in education.  The connections 

with campus planning and district planning, we didn't spend a lot of time on that.  How 

your campus planning needs to support your district goals.”  Carrie felt that this was 

learned on the job.  “That didn’t come for me until after I’d been in this position several 

years.  Then connecting the campus goals to how I’m spending my dollars.  I needed 

more of that.  I needed more budget, the best way to allocate resources, the different 

functions of those dollars.”  When asked if there was anything she felt was not important 
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in the program, she couldn’t think of anything.  She felt that some of the courses were 

very broad on topics, such as cultural diversity.  “I think I would have been better served 

if my class was more tailored to Texas instead of globally.” 

The final question of the interview asked Carrie what she felt were challenges that 

principal certifications would need to address for future candidates.  “I think the 

challenge is going to be if it’s worth your time.”  When asked to explain, Carrie described 

how she had an opening for her assistant position and had two internal candidates from 

her campus.  One went through a traditional, university program while the other went 

through a traditional, but all-online model.  The all-online model was very short and the 

intern completed it in less than half of the time of the other one.  The employee in the 

traditional, blended program spent much more time with Carrie going over processes and 

content, “She would come in, she’d ask the questions, and she’d write, and she was 

good.”  When describing the other employee’s experience in the fast paced online 

program, she commented that “with that particular online program, and it’s a very popular 

one, I would say I know six people in this district applied for my assistant position that 

have principal certification through that particular program, and they lacked any depth of 

the job.”  Carrie mentioned that these applicants were all great people, but they would 

need a lot of mentoring, “and I can’t provide that in an AP position.  I think the traditional 

programs are going to have to get the understanding through, that its [about] depth.” 

Leanne 

Leanne attended a traditional, university-based principal certification program and 

obtained a master’s degree in Educational Leadership.  She was asked about what courses 

and activities were included in the program that she remembered.  “The first one that 
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really struck me was, we had to take a course on understanding self.  We had to 

breakdown ‘who we are and why we are who we are’; whether it's historical, biological, 

cultural, political, what different selves do we have?  That was a very neat course.  It was 

a good course to start out with because it helped see where our stereotypes lie, our 

generalizations that we may have, and why we have them.”  This course really had a 

positive effect on Leanne as she answered the question in the interview.  She also 

described a professional development course in which she came up with a professional 

development plan.  She took a course on “backwards design.”  “We had a year of our 

method’s courses with our action, research plan.  Then we had the internship piece.”   

The program consisted of 36 hours of coursework.  The internship component required 

the students to be assigned a field advisor who would check-in four different times during 

the semester. 

The researcher asked about what experiences in the program had the most value to 

her current principal job.  Leanne responded,  

I think just having that network of other people, and what experiences they 
have; it will either help you realize things really aren't that bad or they could 
always be worse.  You also have those people that you can call on and say you 
have this issue going on, how did you deal with it if it came up there?  There's 
some things here, that come up, that we've never had to deal with before, so 
they're kind of new territory.  I want to make sure I follow everything correctly.  
To be able to lean on that network of people; and even the professors, I still keep 
in contact with them through Facebook and different things.  Even the ones that 
have moved on and gone to Florida instead of being at my university still have 
that network of those leaders to help with questions.  I think another experience 
we had to do was home visits.  I thought that was neat, because we actually had to 
do one, instead of just reading about them and see the research.  That, also, I think 
helped me realize that it's always important to put yourself in other people's shoes 
before you make a judgment call and that kind of thing. 

 
When asked about what she would change with her certification program she said 

there was not a lot she would change.  She stated that more curriculum courses would 
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have been beneficial.  “You have the internship where you can practice and have that 

piece, but still not quite…they always tell you it doesn’t prepare you for when you 

actually step into the position.  If there was any way we could bridge that gap, which I 

know is not truly possible because you have to have those experiences.  Every year you 

learn something new and grow from it.”  Leanne could not identify any area in her 

program as not important.  “I don’t think anything stands out as not important.  I think 

everything happens for a reason, and those courses all had a purpose in some way, shape 

or form.” 

As far as not being prepared for the principal position, Leanne stated that her 

biggest area of unpreparedness was the discipline.  “I don't know why that it. I think it's 

such a tricky line between you want to be consistent with every child, but then you're 

looking at an individual case. If you have to make your decision based on the facts of that 

case, that's not something they really prepare you for a class for that.”  She continued, 

“Maybe I'm missing something, but I'm just very black and white.  I want to follow the 

rules, and when I can't find it, it's like, ‘Oh.’  As far as the university program, I don't 

ever remember something really honed in on that practice.” 

The final question asked about what challenges principal certification programs 

will need to address for future principal candidates.  “I think the biggest issues that come 

to surface are: number one, keeping up with the technology trends, but then also keeping 

up with…given the state's standards, how can we have that plan and instruction for every 

kid to meet their needs?”  She emphasized in the interview how difficult this is in a small 

school.  “How can you build them up to help them make sure they're successful or help 

keep their self-esteem up even if they're not successful knowing that they're making 
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progress.  That's always the hard part, that the instructional piece.  Also, with teachers 

being innovative and encouraging teachers to think outside the box.”  She continued that 

she touched on the “change theory” in one of her courses and “how it’s not easy, but it’s 

necessary.” 

Kelly 

Kelly attended a traditional university master’s program and principal certification 

in a major Texas public university.  The program was a cohort model that took 

approximately two years to complete.  Kelly taught school while she completed the 

program and her master’s degree in educational administration.  She was asked about 

what types of classes and activities were part of the program and had multiple answers to 

share.  “The one I remember most was Organizational Theory.  That was tough, but that 

challenged me.”  Another course was Minority Studies.  “Our first project in the summer 

was a cohort survey in which we went to a community and spent the week surveying the 

community.  Professors helped us develop survey questions ahead of time that were based 

on a topic defined by the board.”  She remembered that her last class was on inclusion in 

the curriculum and instruction field.  She said that the things she remembered most of the 

courses was that there were lots of group projects and hand’s on activities. 

Kelly talked about her internship and one of the professors that came out for a site 

visit.  “My intern advisor came out to my campus because we had a family night as my 

project.  We did a family night where we taught parents about best practices at the time.  

We did a Spanish version and an English version, and we had an ESL coordinator at the 

time and she was going to translate for me.  We got in there, and here are all my Hispanic 

parents, and she said, ‘No, Kathy, you're going to do this here,’ and she handed it to me in 
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Spanish, and she said, ‘Just phonetically read it.’”  Kelly shared that that was a powerful 

moment for her and those parents and it brought so much respect to Kelly in the long run 

for doing it.  She also talked about books she read on Sergiovanni and instructional 

leadership along with Stephen Covey. 

When asked if there was anything she would change about her program she didn’t 

think there was anything.  “They would have been surface things like courses that have 

changed and evolved with society.”  She also didn’t identify anything in her program as 

not important.  “For me, I think they all contributed.  They were like puzzle pieces.  Some 

I didn’t like as much, I didn’t feel they applied as much.”  She did describe that she had 

an option after taking a few base classes in choosing strands in special education law or 

general education law as well as choosing more curriculum based courses or school 

business based courses.  The only area that she felt she was not prepared for included 

scheduling and trying to make master schedules for students and staff. 

The final question was on what she felt certification programs needed to address 

for future candidates.  She stated that it will be important for principals to understand 

systems and the multiple pieces of systems and how they evolve in time.  “Sometimes 

that means leaning in and sometimes that means stepping back.  It’s trying to understand 

that balance and sometimes I’ll have to be better at business and sometimes I’ll have to be 

better at curriculum.  It’s just keeping that balance and knowing I don’t have to do 

everything, but I better know about everything.  We’re going to have to take care of our 

teachers even more than probably you and I do naturally because of the attacks from the 

outside.” 
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Jill 

Jill attended a university-based principal certification program that included a 

master’s degree.  However, the program was completely online without any travelling to 

a university or satellite campus.  Jill did have a degree plan she was required to follow to 

earn the master’s degree.  Based on the criteria of this study, this program will be 

considered an alternative certification program.  Jill explained that the courses were set 

up in five-week intervals that included online responses to a “particular scenario” the 

professor sent out and asked the students to submit thoughts about.  The entire degree 

plan took 18 months according to Jill.  There was an internship component that was 

introduced at the beginning of the program and interns were to track hours in the 

competencies of the principalship.  During the internship they had to be “supervised by 

someone, by another administrator, either a principal or associate principal.” 

Jill was asked about any of the courses she remembered taking during the 

program.  “Yeah, I remember there were a couple classes that were on culture and 

diversity.  There was one on general educational law, which as a teacher I thought that 

one was really helpful because you don't ever touch on that in your teacher prep program.  

There was another one that was on special populations laws.  It had law programs in 

special education.  That one was also very helpful because again not areas that I had 

expertise in as a teacher and an instructional coach.  The rest of them were pretty fluffy 

and not super helpful.”  Jill felt comfortable with the curriculum-based courses because 

she had been serving as a curriculum specialist in her district.  Experiences that added 

value to her current job included, “the law piece was good learning.  Mostly the special 

education law but the general…I think we touched on some of the chapter 37 law with 
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discipline.  That was helpful because you don’t ever see that.  That was probably it.” 

If she could change anything about the program, Jill stated, “I think if there was a 

way to have authentic interactions with other people then that would be good.  There 

were a couple pieces where you had to interview people who were in positions above 

you, that was always interesting but I think authentic conversations and not just message 

board posts and stuff like that would have been more helpful.  Writing the papers and 

reading the essays and all that is not ... You do it to check a box.”  When asked about 

what she didn’t feel prepared for, she stated: “I think something that is hard to get into are 

conversations that you have with people that are not performing at the level they need to 

perform.”  The researcher responded with “crucial conversations?”  Jill replied, “Yes. I 

think that is something that is a talent to be developed.  I think that's something we never 

really touched on; you talk about what good instructional practice is and what you should 

look for in a classroom walkthrough. Yes, through PDAS we're talking about these pre-

conferences and post-conferences and whatever that you'll go through and learn but really 

having those conversations with teachers, that is hard to do when you haven't done it 

before.  It's the same thing with having disciplinary conversations with parents and how 

to navigate those waters and talk about consequences that are meaningful and all that.”  

She also included, “coaching people, that would have been nice.” 

Jill was asked about what challenges principal certification programs will need to 

address for future candidates.  “What I see people struggling with is maybe two things.  

The crucial conversation's piece of it, and being able to have that in a comfortable way 

and being confident in the way that they have those conversations.”  As she thought back 

to what she was having to work on with her assistants, Jill also mentioned, “Also 
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sometimes the APs struggle with seeing the whole picture and how they may be 

supervising English but a decision that they're making could impact more than just 

English, it could impact athletics and it could impact fine arts.  I think that is hard for 

them and I'm not really sure how you would change that in a principal prep program, 

other than asking them.”  Although she states that experience will help this, “There's just 

a piece of it where you have to be so thorough and you don't know until you get in it what 

thorough really means.  You think you're seeing everything and looking at everything but 

you don't.  I think even going from the associate principal to this job, there's a huge gap in 

that because I didn't see everything.” 

John 

John attended a traditional, university based masters and principal certification 

program following a cohort model.  He attended a satellite campus from a major public 

university in Texas.  The program took approximately two years and John completed the 

program while he was teaching and coaching.  He received his master’s degree in 

Education and Community Leadership.  When asked about courses in the program John 

described, “there was an understanding self, understanding organizations, understanding 

people, understanding environments, supervision of instruction.  Those were kind of the 

level one classes that they had. Then there was curriculum design, campus leadership, 

school law, school as a center of inquiry, then instructional models.  Then they had two 

field based practicums and then an integrative seminar.”  John had actually printed out his 

degree plan prior to the interview and was looking at the document as he was asked 

questions.  He remembered reading The Alchemist in the “Understanding Self” course.  

The researcher asked John to talk more about the practicums and if that was set up like an 
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internship.  “The practicum, we had to keep a log of everything we did administratively.” 

John was asked about the experiences that he felt had the most value on his role as 

principal.  “The writing activities that we had.  Not that they were anything special, but 

just that part of the program.  I think it’s so important because you do so much writing, 

especially now with the email you’re just writing all the time.  To be able to just improve 

your writing, and improve, and continue to improve, and get critiqued—it makes you 

think, it makes you think and stop using pronouns.  Just those little things that make you a 

better writer.”  The researcher commented that it wasn’t as much of the content of the 

courses but the procedures.  John commented, “Which is funny because that’s a big part 

of the job, but it’s funny because I took away different experiences than the content was 

supposed to be delivered.  It was more of the processes and getting through and not 

necessarily the content that we got out of the courses sometimes.”  John also remembers 

the seminar being a series of group projects that he had to complete as a “final” on the 

main campus.  John said the networking was also an important part of his program that he 

still takes advantage of. 

If he could change anything about his program he commented that one professor 

taught two different classes but shared the same content in both of them.  He had hoped to 

have more instruction on how to keep things organized and how to prioritize things.  John 

liked to hear about “tricks of the trade” and how successful principals managed their 

days.  John was asked about what he felt was not important in the program.  “I don’t 

know.  It’s hard for me to answer that because I feel that every experience that I had was 

important.  I really don’t know what was not important, because I feel I grew from every 

experience that I had in some way.”  John felt that he was not really prepared to organize 
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a campus when he became principal.  There are so many duties that it’s hard to categorize 

them.  John states, “As a principal you’ve got to be able to organize.  How do you get that 

organized?”  He stated he would have liked “a formalized entry plan” that would help a 

new principal identify what is ahead of him.  He commented that this could be something 

like a calendar with major due dates for reports, meetings, and important things. 

Chris 

Chris is the graduate of an alternative principal certification program that he 

completed while completing a master’s degree at the same time.  His program is run by 

one of the Education Service Centers.  The program was completed within two years and 

based on a cohort model.  The master’s degree was run consecutively with the 

certification program so that interns could complete both and graduate just under two 

years.  Chris began the program as a teacher but secured an assistant principal position for 

the second year of the program.  He stated that the expectation of the program was that 

you had to secure an administrator position by the second year or you risked being 

dropped.  There was an internship component of the program that lasted one semester.  

Chris was asked to answer the questions based on the certification portion of his program. 

The researcher asked Chris about any specific courses or activities he remembered 

taking during his program.  He remembered completing Instructional Leadership 

Development (ILD) and the Professional Development and Appraisal System (PDAS) 

courses.  Most of the certification program was set up with interns meeting on the 

weekends either at the Service Center or in a retreat environment.  The researcher asked 

Chris to describe more.  “Our first meeting was in the summer and was a two day 

leadership retreat in which we set our expectations for each other and completing the 
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program.  It ended up being a really cool activity because here are 20 people who have 

never met and now they are working together setting up expectations for each other over 

the next two years.”  Chris felt that one of the biggest “take-aways” from the program 

was the networking with the other students.  He also remembered a “Systems Approach” 

class that he felt was very valuable.  Chris also discussed using the Robert Marzano 

books on Leadership throughout his program. 

Chris was questioned about his internship component of the program.  He 

remembered having to build a portfolio that included the different principal 

competencies.  As he was going through the internship he was asked to include examples 

of on the job experiences he did in each of the competencies.  He stated, “I was a high 

school assistant principal during the internship and was easily able to complete the 

portfolio with the things I did daily.”  Chris was asked about what he felt had the most 

value on his current job.  “Definitely the networking, I remember having many different 

instructors from the Service Center that are all now considered experts in their fields.” 

Asked about what he would have changed about the program, Chris commented: 

“Working on Title 1 campuses, it would have been much easier with a background of 

budgets.  Knowing regulations within the separate accounts and when money can be 

used.”  He also commented that understanding how to balance accounts at the end of the 

year would have been helpful and understanding all of the details within the budget is 

important.  Beyond the budget needs, Chris stated that “the ever-changing legal 

requirements” would have been nice to know more about but he understood that those 

change as well.  “We really didn’t have a full school law course in the program.”  He 

remembered attending one of the legal conferences that Jim Walsh, “the law dog,” put on.   
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Chris was questioned on what challenges principal programs will need to address 

for future candidates.  He commented that the toughest thing now is “the ever-changing 

accountability system.”  Chris is seeing a changing population of students in his current 

school over the last several years.  “Special program laws” is another area that needs to be 

addressed, even though those change frequently as well.  He stated that students learn 

differently now than they did when he was growing up.  “Principals will need to stay up 

to date with instruction and trends in technology and how to use them together.”  

Understanding how instruction is tied to assessments and how assessments are written is 

also important areas that Chris described as a need to teach principals. 

Jim 

Jim was asked about his alternative principal certification program and what 

classes and activities were included in the program.  Jim remembered, “I know that the 

ones that stick out are school finance and school law.  We had some leadership 

development classes and I cannot remember exactly what they were.  There were a couple 

of those.  There was the practicum where we did our observations at our schools.”  The 

practicum was an internship that accounted for 6 hours of the program.  When asked what 

type of program it was, Jim stated that it followed a cohort model that allowed him to 

take courses with several other interns.  He was asked about how courses were delivered 

and “about 95% of the courses were face-to-face with only small components of online 

which would have probably been email or maybe correspondence back and forth.”  

Courses were delivered face-to-face and in a lecture setting.  “Yeah, they were very 

traditional classes.  Very lecture based with textbooks.  Again, about the only one that 

would be the practicum where we used our work as observations and we were able to, we 
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were encouraged really to create special projects with our administrators that we worked 

with and account for hours (for the practicum requirement).” 

The researcher asked about what types of projects were done in the practicum and 

who coordinated the projects.  Jim stated that he worked closely with his principal at the 

time to develop programs and trying new projects.  “The practicum itself was kind of 

broadly based where you developed a course of projects with your campus and your 

Principal.  That was kind of overseen by the professor and they kind of did some spot 

reviews.  Just checking to make sure that you were getting your hours done and then 

made sure that they qualified I guess.  It was kind of open.”  The practicum was identified 

as one of the most memorable pieces of his program.  “Yeah, because at that point, 

working with my mentor, my Principal, and my Assistant Principal, they started giving 

me more training based projects where I was leading some reviews with teachers.”  The 

district had implemented several professional development training days for staff “and we 

would use those as kind of like a learning community type of work.  I was able to lead a 

couple of those at that time.” 

The researcher asked Jim about what experiences in his program he feels had the 

most value to his role as principal.  The school law courses that he took had the most 

impact as well as the hands-on value of the practicum.  “Discussions in my courses about 

data and things of that nature, with the school law, it gave me that kind of foundation 

knowledge of understanding what school law’s comprised of and which things we need to 

kind of really pay attention to in the leadership role.”  If asked if he kept and still uses any 

of the course books from his program, “I have a couple left, I think I have one of 

Sergiovanni’s books and probably a Ruby Payne book.” 
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Jim was questioned about what he would have changed about his certification 

program to help prepare him more for his role.  “You know, those years as a principal, I 

had to deal with scenarios and situations that you can’t always really prepare for in a 

program.  That said, I think that if a program had a way of developing strategies for 

coaching and such to help work around issues, I think that would have been a benefit for 

me.” 

Asked about what did not seem as important to him with the program, Jim stated, 

“I didn't really have to touch school finance, even as a school Principal, in a small district 

to a great degree because that fell, pretty much, on the superintendent and his assistant.  

And though we worked directly with the board every month, at each board meeting and 

did presentations for them, typically I didn't go into depth with the school finance.  At 

surface level, it was dealing with campus budget at the most.”  In addition to budget and 

finance, Jim felt that some other areas he was not prepared for were crucial conversations, 

social community issues, and discipline issues, “Those kinds of things that are really kind 

of the hot button issues that we kind of deal with on a daily basis.”  “You kind of learn 

along the way and it’s a trial by fire kind of thing.  Sometimes that’s painful.  If there are 

ways that, opportunities that administrators that are coming up through the ranks can have 

an opportunity to really experience working around those issues in advance it would 

probably give you some more tools in the toolbox.” 

Jim was asked about what he felt certification programs could do to address future 

needs to prepare candidates for the job.  He referenced several times that his 

superintendent asked him “are you managing or are you leading?”  Jim feels that it would 

be good for certification programs to emphasize on the difference between the two and 
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where to place priorities in the job.  “Teaching interns how to leverage that and how to 

use that in their daily work could play a really crucial role.”  Jim used a reference that he 

recently went through himself with the state’s transition from Instructional Leadership 

Development (ILD), which is the prerequisite for an administrator to be certified in the 

Professional Development and Appraisal System (PDAS).  PDAS is the state’s currently 

approved teacher appraisal and evaluation system.  ILD will transition to Advancing 

Educational Leadership (AEL) in the 2016-2017 school year (Region 13, 2016).  Jim just 

recently went through the new AEL training, which emphasizes more of a coaching 

model for administrators to provide leadership for teachers.  “If things went that way 

[transition from ILD to AEL] I think that would be a real benefit to the culture that we 

have and that we need to have, really, in schools.  That would be something that I would 

like to see happen in universities preparing leaders.” 

 

 This section concentrated on the experiences that participants felt were valuable in 

their principal certification programs to their success as a principal.  Comments were 

included to help the reader gain the viewpoint of the participants and provide deep, rich 

data.  Content from the above interviews were placed into the NVivo software allowing 

the researcher to begin coding and identifying themes from the participants. 

 

Emerging Themes from Collective Analyses of Qualitative Interview Data 

The previous two sections provided the reader with the background of each of the 

study participants along with detailed comments and perspectives on principal 

certification programs through the experiences of the participants.  As interview data was 
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transcribed and coded, common themes began to emerge.  Participants certified through a 

cohort model had stronger experiences, showing value in networking with professors and 

peers completing the same program.  Content within program curriculum was not as 

strong of a need for interns as hands-on, interactive experiences in which interns worked 

on actual job-related issues.  Finally, data showed how important it is for interns to 

develop processes for the everyday tasks of a principal including planning, data driven 

decision making, crucial conversations and understanding their role within the bigger 

picture of the district. 

The three themes emerging from analyses of collective qualitative interview data 

are presented below along with specific interview documentation providing analytic 

support for each emerging theme. 

 

Emerging Theme One 

First Emerging Theme: Building a network of support (i.e., relationship-building) 

among interns and professors was one of the most critical success factors emphasized 

by interns going through a principal certification program, regardless of the type of 

program completed (traditional or alternative). 

 The most noticeable insight derived from analyses of participant interviews 

completed in this study did not have to do with the type of program, traditional or 

alternative, but rather about building a network of support.  Regardless of the type of 

program an intern went through all of them stated that building relationships with other 

interns and professors was one of the most critical success factors of going through a 

certification program.  Attending the program with other interns in a cohort setting had an 
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extremely positive connection with the participant’s value in their program.  All of the 

participants that went through a cohort model had very positive feelings about their 

program.  The one participant that attended a completely online program with no cohort 

interaction did not feel much value in her program.  Interaction in her program was 

almost nonexistent. 

 Seven of the eight participants interviewed mentioned that networking and going 

through the program with other interns helped them get through the program.  Carrie 

stated, “Education changes so quickly that you have to have resources to call on when 

you don’t have answers.  That’s where those connections, those phone friends, those 

shooting out emails, I think that’s been a whole lot of value for me.” 

 Leanne, who is the only principal on her small, rural campus, identified 

networking as the strongest part of her program.  When asked about what had the most 

value to her, “I think just having that network of other people, and the experiences they 

have.  It will either help you realize things really aren’t that bad or they could always be 

worse.  To be able to lean on that network of people, and even the professors I still keep 

in contact with.” 

 Jill, who is a principal in a large, urban school, was asked about what she would 

change about her program if she could.  “I think if there was a way to have authentic 

interactions with other people then that would be good.  There were a couple pieces 

where you had to interview people that were in positions above you, that was always 

interesting, but I think authentic conversations and not just message board posts and stuff 

like that would have been more helpful.”  She strongly felt this was the downside of her 
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program and continued with, “To really learn from something, for me I would want to 

have conversations with people about what’s going on.” 

 Jill’s responses support the value of creating connections through the principal 

certification program in order to be successful in the job. 

 

Emerging Theme Two 

Second Emerging Theme: Hands-on, interactive learning experiences in which interns 

worked on actual job-related issues in a structured internship (in both traditional and 

alternative programs) were consistently more highly valued by interns than individual 

instructional content within the program’s curriculum. 

 Programs that had a significant amount of hands-on activities and a structured 

internship allowing interns to work on current issues within their schools had a strong 

showing across the interviews.  Participants felt that being placed into campus decision-

making situations required them to gain knowledge and understanding much more than 

trying to learn through a book.  Kelly discusses an amazing experience in her interview in 

which her cohort travelled to a district for a week to complete a survey the school board 

had asked them to do.  “Our first project in the summer was a cohort survey that we went 

to [school district] and we spent the week surveying the community.  Prior to that, the 

professors helped us develop survey questions that were based on a topic defined by the 

board.”  She went on describing the detail of the assignment, “We surveyed statistically 

twelve percent of the community, and we had to have it demographically match, so we 

were going into some really interesting parts of town, but I loved that.”   
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 Devin, who attended a traditional certification program, discussed how most of 

the curriculum in his program was bookwork.  “Most of my program, when we started 

out, we were face to face and we did a lot of data analysis.  Of course you do all your 

psychology classes and those were pretty much sit and get and write papers.  I will say 

this, with some of the professors, they did more, they would break the books up and give 

you a chapter with your group that you would have to prepare for and that would help out 

tremendously.”  The researcher found it difficult to probe into the curriculum when the 

experience was not memorable to the participant. 

 Within this same interview, however, Devin discussed in detail several of the 

experiences he had during his internship.  “I was able to intern under our Associate 

Principal and he got me into looking at data with student failures.  I was able to get a 

program going on setting up mentors for those kids.  In that program we had around 

seventy percent success rate that had failed the state test the previous year and passed it 

after the mentor program.  It was definitely about building that positive relationship with 

that kid.” 

 Jill was the only participant that went through a certification program that was not 

using a cohort model as well as no face-to-face interaction with her professors.  When 

asked about her curriculum and coursework, she replied, “I remember there were a 

couple of classes that were on culture and diversity.  There was one on general education 

law and another one on special populations’ law.  The rest of them were pretty fluffy and 

not super helpful.”  She continued, “There was a research and design one, also not very 

helpful, that had a statistics class as a prerequisite.”  Her program model consisted of a 

completely online platform in which “they would have assignments that we would do, we 
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would respond to some sort of written text or they would give us a scenario that we had 

to walk through and write about.  Each week we would go online to a message board and 

submit our thoughts and respond to two other people’s thoughts, and that carried 

throughout the program.” 

 Participants that had actual experiences within a school or district during their 

certification program had much stronger memories of the program and content than did 

those without the relevant experiences.  This was evidenced multiple times within the 

same interviews as participants struggled to identify curricular book content versus their 

memories of participating in actual duties of a principal. 

 

Emerging Theme Three 

Third Emerging Theme: Developing effective leadership processes and strategies to be 

successful in the everyday tasks of the principalship (including engaging in activities 

such as organizational planning, data-driven decision making, crucial conversations, 

and developing an evolving understanding of the role of the principal within the bigger 

picture of the district) were consistently emphasized by interns as centrally important to 

their leadership development and as the most useful learning benefits derived from 

their principal preparation program (whether traditional or alternative). 

 Interviews consistently referred to the significance of developing processes for the 

principalship as being more and more important to the position.  Participants all discussed 

needing the skills for decision making, gathering data, “Crucial Conversations,” and 

planning as crucial to their success as a principal.  The majority of the participants had 
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difficulty in identifying specific courses that made an impact, but all stated that they 

spend most of their time on the things not necessarily taught in the certification programs 

such as staff and parent communications, discipline, and planning. 

 Jill was asked to talk about what parts of her program did not prepare her for the 

job of principal.  “I think something that is hard to get into are conversations that you 

have with people that are not performing at the level they need to perform, crucial 

conversations.”  She continued to state, “We talk about what good instructional practice 

is and what you should look for in the classroom but not about having conversations with 

teachers.  It’s the same thing with having disciplinary conversations with parents and how 

to navigate those waters and talk about consequences that are meaningful and all that.”  

Another process Jill mentioned was “coaching people, that would have been nice.” 

 Beyond these processes, she describes that her AP’s need “to understand really 

how do programs change to improve for the needs of what’s out there right now.”  She 

emphasizes that the job is ever-changing and that principals need to be able to adapt.  

“Also sometimes the AP’s struggle with seeing the whole picture and how one decision 

can impact more than just that specific incident.  You have to be so thorough and you 

don’t know until you get in it what thorough really means.  You think you’re seeing 

everything and looking at everything, but you don’t.” 

 John, in his first year as an assistant superintendent in a midsize district also 

commented on developing and understanding processes as being crucial to his success.  

“It’s funny because I took away different experiences than the content was supposed to 

be delivered.  It was more of the processes and getting through and not necessarily the 
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content that we got out of the courses sometimes.”  John is currently supervising nine 

principals in his district and spends much of his time mentoring ways for them to stay 

organized and also modeling strategies to make their jobs more efficient.  “If I could have 

changed anything, it would be more hard examples of organization and navigating the 

job.  Having and knowing where to find data for the conversations that need to happen.” 

 When asked about what they would change about their programs, all referred to 

the duties of the job that are not found in a book as being important for incoming 

principals.  As John put it, “Strategies to help principals, tricks of the trade, how to 

survive, I came up with strategies on my own, just survival is what I call it.”  Jim, who 

served in a rural, small school, said that after his experience as a new principal he “had to 

deal with scenarios and situations that you can’t always really prepare for in a program.  

That said, I think that if a program had a way of developing strategies for coaching and 

such to work around issues, that would have been a benefit for me.”  When asked about 

what he felt he was not prepared for, Jim stated, “Solutions-wise it’s kind of, you learn 

along the way and trial by fire kind of thing.  Sometimes that’s painful.  If there are ways 

that, opportunities that administrators that are coming up through the ranks can have an 

opportunity to really experience working around those issues in advance it would 

probably give you some more tools in the toolbox.” 

Developing processes and strategies to work through the duties of the principal 

are critical to their success.  As the position has evolved and inherited exponentially more 

obligations, it is valuable for the principal to have strategies to navigate through the job.  

The position is very overwhelming and as Jim stated in the interview it comes down to 

“Are you managing or are you leading?”  This perspective helps in how you approach all 
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of these duties.  “If there is an emphasis in certification programs on what the difference 

is and where priorities should be that could play a really crucial role.  I could see that as 

being a real benefit to the culture that we have and that we need to have in schools.” 

 

Summary 

This chapter presented results of data analyses completed for the participant 

interviews conducted during the study.  The eight participants provided individual 

experiences of their principal certification programs through online surveys and a semi-

structured interview.  The participants were identified as participating in either traditional 

or alternative principal certification programs in order to provide the researcher with best 

practice value from each program.  They were asked to discuss experiences involving 

their program curriculum, activities, and internship and what experiences they felt had 

value to them in being successful as a principal.  Three emerging themes were generated 

from the data and were described above.  The emerging themes generated showed 

strengths and weaknesses within both traditional and alternative programs, and, in 

particular, that a program’s value to aspiring principals is not necessarily reside in the 

type of program they attended, but in the experiences, relationship building, and process 

development associated with preparing aspiring principals effectively to be successful in 

the job of school principal. 

Chapter four presented results emerging from analyses of data collected to address 

the three research questions in this study which included: 1) What type of certification 

program did the school administrators graduate from; 2) What methods of instruction and 

curriculum were used in the administrator’s certification program; and 3) What were the 
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specific experiences school administrators found valuable in their certification programs 

for their administrative position? 

Chapter five presents a discussion of findings, conclusions, and implications 

based on the results of data analyses completed in the study. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

The goal of this study was to investigate principal certification programs in the 

State of Texas and how they prepared principals for the job.  The researcher identified 

principals that attended both traditional, university based programs along with principals 

that attended alternative certification programs.  Participants all were currently serving as 

principals in school districts or had served as a principal within the last 10 years.  The 

researcher attempted to gather individual perspectives on what the participants felt were 

valuable experiences to them from their certification programs.  Based on the information 

taken from the interviews, the researcher identified common themes.  This information 

proves to be valuable for certification programs as there is a lack of research to provide 

principal certification programs with research-based best practices that are identified by 

actual practitioners.   

Portions of the research conducted during the literature review of this study 

identified the surge in alternative principal certification programs over the last 15 years.  

Young (2009) states, “It is increasingly being asserted that preparation might occur more 

productively in venues other than universities and might be provided more effectively by 

other agents than faculty members in department of educational leadership.”  

Surprisingly, after this statement, he continues to comment that it is not clear whether 

alternative programs are improving the certification or not, due to the lack of new 

research on the differences.  This study was an attempt to help provide more research on 

this theory. 
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Major Findings and Conclusions of the Qualitative Study 

Collective interview analyses conducted during this study enabled the researcher to 

identify three “emerging themes” reported as qualitative results of the present study.  

These three emerging themes, supported by and reflecting the collective sets of 

interviewee perspectives accumulated during qualitative interviews, enabled the 

researcher to derive some data-informed insights regarding school leaders’ perspectives 

regarding the perceived quality and effectiveness of traditional and non-traditional 

principal certification preparation programs.  These insights, articulated as qualitative 

finding and conclusion statements derived for each emerging theme, are presented below 

as follows: 

 

Finding and Conclusion Statements Derived from Emerging Theme One 

Emerging Theme One: Building a network of support (i.e., relationship-building) among 

interns and professors was one of the most critical success factors emphasized by interns 

going through a principal certification program, regardless of the type of program 

completed (traditional or alternative). 

Finding: Sustained, authentic interactions with cohort colleagues and professors build 

real-world leadership connections and add significant instructional and developmental 

value to principal professional preparation programs. 

Conclusion: Principal certification programs should be designed to include multiple, 

curriculum-integrated opportunities for principal interns to build professional learning 
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and support networks between/among intern cohort members and professors to expand 

and enrich interns’ collegial learning. 

 

Finding and Conclusion Statements Derived from Emerging Theme Two 

Emerging Theme Two: Hands-on, interactive learning experiences in which interns 

worked on actual job-related issues in a structured internship (in both traditional and 

alternative programs) were consistently more highly valued by interns than individual 

instructional content within the program’s curriculum. 

Finding: Including multiple opportunities in principal preparation programs for principal 

interns to engage in real-world school leadership “decision-making experiences” can 

significantly broaden and deepen the overall effectiveness of principal preparation 

programs. 

Conclusion: Principal certification preparation program designers (of both traditional and 

online programs) can significantly expand and deepen principal interns’ professional 

learning—and add real value to their programs—through incorporating multiple job-

embedded internship learning opportunities to enhance interns’ “school-centered” 

developmental leadership experiences and job-connected learning. 

 

Finding and Conclusion Statements Derived from Emerging Theme Three 

Emerging Theme Three: Developing effective leadership processes and strategies to be 

successful in the everyday tasks of the principalship (including engaging in activities 
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such as organizational planning, data-driven decision making, crucial conversations, and 

developing an evolving understanding of the role of the principal within the bigger 

picture of the district) were consistently emphasized by interns as centrally important to 

their leadership development and as the most useful learning benefits derived from their 

principal preparation program (whether traditional or alternative). 

Finding: The real-world school leadership demands of the principalship require that 

interns be provided with extensive opportunities during their internship to learn how to 

engage with multiple kinds of school performance data and navigate the complexities of 

the campus principal’s job, including learning how to “manage the unexpected”. 

Conclusion: Principal program designers can optimize the “real-world school leadership 

preparation dividends” of their programs through incorporating multiple on-the-job 

coaching and developmental support systems into their internship programs. 

 

Discussion 

This section presents a literature-supported discussion of findings and conclusions of the 

study.  The section is divided into separate sections that discuss relevant literature support 

for finding and conclusion statements for each emerging theme, followed by a more 

general discussion of the study’s overall results, findings, and conclusions. 

 

Discussion of Findings and Conclusions Derived from Emerging Theme One 

Relationships are critical to the success of principals.  These relationships start with the 
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cohort or group of interns that is seeking principal certification.  Building relationships 

with the professors and supervisors is as equally important for principals to be effective 

when they get into the role.  The relationships are all valuable to help the principal 

develop their own processes that can adapt to the changing environment of the 

principalship.  One of the participants commented, “The people that take advantage of 

creating those relationships, you usually see are the ones that are most successful utilizing 

skills that they learn.”   

 Levine’s (2005) four-year study of principal certification programs identified 

some of the strengths that newer alternative programs are utilizing.  “First, they tend to 

give more emphasis to on-the-job preparation than university-based programs do, and 

they seem to favor mentoring over book learning” (Levine, 2005).  This research supports 

this theme of building relationships throughout the principal certification program. 

 Research conducted by Jackson and Kelley (2002) refers to the National 

Commission for the Advancement of Educational Leadership Preparation and their 

review of several innovative programs throughout the country.  In this review, common 

themes emerged from top programs.  Those practices included a higher demand on the 

participants, they were more coherent and focused putting attention on sequencing of 

courses, scheduling and strong collaboration with area districts, and each of the programs 

was utilizing a cohort model.  Faculty in these programs included academic faculty 

members along with practicing administrators as determined by the intern’s learning 

needs (Jackson, 2002). 
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Discussion of Findings and Conclusions Derived from Emerging Theme Two 

Principal certification programs are the foundation to providing strong educational 

leadership across the state.  The position is an ever-evolving role that has duties that 

change with each school report card and each legislative session.  It is imperative that the 

professors and coordinators who lead certification programs provide valuable, relevant, 

engaging experiences that can be adapted as much as the role of the principal changes.  

As Muth (1989) states, “One of the most serious problems with the current cognitive base 

in school administration training programs is the fact that it does not reflect the realities 

of the workplace.”  Just as participants in this study identified developing a network of 

support in the first emerging theme, it is just as important for professors and coordinators 

to nurture those relationships with acting principals and service providers to keep current 

with the needs and demands of the position.   

 Principals themselves are among the first to agree that they need to be more 

effectively prepared for their jobs (Hess, 2005).  All but 4 percent of practicing principals 

report that on-the-job experiences or guidance from colleagues has been more helpful in 

preparing them for their current position than their graduate school studies (Hess, 2005).  

This theme complements Hess’s findings that providing realistic experiences and 

relationship building are both critical to a principal’s success. 

 Certification programs have the opportunity to provide deep experiences through 

the internship component.  “The principal internship is the culminating experience of the 

university preparation program and the initial step into the reality of school leadership, 

serving as the transition point between university training and school practice (Martin, 
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2008).”  The internship provides the most practical, hands-on training that an intern can 

get.  Certification programs may consider extending the internship and working closer 

with school districts to provide the relevant, job-embedded experiences that were shown 

to be of most value to aspiring principals in this study. 

 

Discussion of Findings and Conclusions Derived from Emerging Theme Three 

The data in this study supports the common sense notion that “one size does not fit all.”  

Principals’ duties are ever changing, and principal certification programs need to 

continuously change as well.  Pepper (1988) points out, “School administration as 

practiced by superintendents and principals bears little resemblance to school 

administration as taught in graduate schools of education.”  A more holistic approach that 

certification programs could take would be to help interns develop processes to address 

the “needs” they will encounter in the job.  Providing resources and processes for interns 

in planning, communication, and use of data to guide decisions will allow them to adapt 

to the demands of the position. 

 “We believe that effective principal preparation ought to include considerable 

attention to accountability, managing with data, and utilizing research; to hiring, 

recruiting, evaluating, and terminating personnel; to overseeing an effective instructional 

program; and to exposing candidates to diverse views regarding educational and 

organizational management (Hess, 2005).”  Most of these processes are rarely taught 

within principal preparation programs, but data in this study support the importance of 

these areas in the first few years as a principal.  Certification programs will need to make 
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a concentrated effort to identify these processes with active, practicing administrators in 

order to provide content and instruction in support of them. 

 

Discussion of Collective Results, Findings, and Conclusions of the Study 

The overall results of this study portrayed participants’ perceptions of their 

principal certification program and their experiences in their respective program that they 

felt helped make them successful in the principal role.  All but one of the participants is 

currently serving as the principal of their school.  The one participant not in a principal 

role was promoted to an assistant superintendent during the course of this study.  All 

schools are located within the Region 13 service area.  However, participants received 

their certification through programs located across the state of Texas.  All principal 

certification programs in Texas must have an internship component, and participants’ 

perceptions of their internship experiences were explored during interviews with 

participants conducted during this study. 

 The researcher utilized a short survey to identify participants based on the study 

criteria and set up interviews with each.  Interviews were transcribed and allowed the 

researcher to develop a deep understanding of principal certification programs and the 

experiences the participants felt had a large impact on their success in the position.  The 

researcher discovered that there were direct correlations between the certification 

program and success of the principal, but the results and findings emerging from 

collective interview analyses indicated program participants’ overall perceptions of the 

quality and effectiveness of the principal certification preparation program were not 
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related to the type of program as much as to the experiences provided in the program.  

Importantly, findings and conclusions of the present study support the overarching insight 

that principal certification programs need to provide experiences in helping future 

administrators identify processes for gathering information and making decisions. 

 Upon completion of the coding and grouping of data, the researcher identified 

common themes to help generate insights pertinent to the focus of this study.  Three 

emerging “resources” of significance to aspiring school principals were identified in the 

study: the cohort group, the professor, and the program activities and content.  Each of 

these resources is valuable to principal interns in their development of leadership 

processes to be successful in the principalship.  Specific content in a program did not 

prove to be as valuable, primarily due to the ever-changing duties of the profession.  

Participants emphasized during interviews that the development of “efficient processes to 

help them make decisions” was much more valuable to them.  These insights derived 

from collective results and findings of the present study informed the development of the 

School Principal Leadership Process Development Model (Figure 1) presented below. 

 Figure 1 provides a graphic depiction of major elements of principal certification 

preparation programs and how these various elements “connect” or “link” together to 

support principal interns in their professional development.  Due to the constantly 

changing environment of school principal leadership, principal certification preparation 

programs must concentrate on helping principal interns develop effective leadership 

processes and the connections needed to develop those processes.  Insights derived from 

the collective set of interviews completed in this study strongly suggest that success in 

the school principal job has less to do with the content taught in preparation programs 
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and more to do with building the connections needed so that principals can develop 

effective leadership processes to find and gather information to be successful in their 

jobs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1.  School Principal Leadership Process Development Model 
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quality and effectiveness of their principal certification preparation program did not 

specifically relate to the “type of program” (i.e., traditional or non-traditional) an intern 

graduated from.  Program graduates’ assessments of the overall quality and effectiveness 

of their principal preparation training was centered more on program graduates’ 

perceptions of the extent to which their preparation program provided these graduates 

with the cumulative course and internship experiences that enabled them, as principal 

preparation program interns, to develop the kinds of real-world school leadership process 

skills they need to be successful principals in the ever-changing environment of 

elementary and secondary school leadership.  The School Principal Leadership Process 

Development Model (Figure 1) presented above provides an initial framework that 

reflects this important process development dimension of school principal preparation. 

 

Limitations and Implications of the Study 

Principal preparation programs are constantly looking for strategies to improve 

their programs and provide their interns with a professional leadership tool belt for an 

extremely difficult position.  This study looked at a small sample of perception data from 

eight current principals reflecting on the valuable experiences they derived from their 

respective principal certification preparation programs.  There are approximately 80 

entities in the state of Texas that are approved by the Texas Education Agency to provide 

principal certification preparation programs.  This study only looked at one tenth of the 

total.  Continued research involving more principal certification entities can only improve 

the data and insights needed to identify best practices in principal certification 

preparation program design and delivery. 
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This study was based on a small sample of principals in central Texas, mostly due 

to the qualitative nature of the study that included detailed interviews.  Perception data 

can often be biased to the participant, so a larger population of participants would provide 

more accurate data.  The researcher developed the criteria for the study based on 

accessibility to allow for a personal interview, which limited most participants to the 

Central Texas area.  The small sample limited the researcher to these participants’ 

perspectives and experiences.  A larger sample that involved multiple principal 

certification preparation programs selected from different areas of the state could 

conceivably generate additional and/or different themes related to program graduates’ 

perceptions of the overall quality and effectiveness of their principal preparation 

programs.  

 The present study reflected a set of limitations that is often associated with 

qualitative study.  In this study, the researcher developed a set of “master questions” that 

were used to prompt responses from the participants.  The researcher then had the ability 

to direct prompts or follow up questions based on each participant’s initial answers.  This 

study was also conducted by a researcher that had participated in and graduated from a 

principal certification program himself along with coordinating a principal certification 

program within the state.  This brings personal bias to the study based on the individual 

experiences of the researcher. 

 Principal certification programs are the foundation for providing strong 

educational leadership across the state.  The school principal position is an ever-evolving 

leadership role that has duties that change with each legislative session.  It is imperative 

that the professors and coordinators that lead certification programs provide valuable, 
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relevant, and engaging experiences that can be adapted as much as possible to the 

changing nature of the role of the school principal.  Content presented in program courses 

is valuable.  However, the need for principals to develop leadership processes critical to 

the role appear to be the most important take away from this study for principal 

certification program designers. 

 Findings of the present study highlighted the insight that relationships are critical 

to the success of principals.  These relationships start with the cohort or group of interns 

that are seeking principal certification alongside the intern.  Building relationships with 

professors and supervisors are equally important for aspiring principals to enable them to 

be effective when they assume the school principal role.  These relationships are all 

valuable in helping aspiring principals develop their own leadership processes that they 

can apply and adapt in their own unique way to the ever-changing environment of the 

school principalship.  As one of the participants commented, “The people who take 

advantage of creating those relationships — you usually see [that they] are the ones who 

are most successful in utilizing the skills that they learn.” 

 This study identified different experiences from certification programs that acting 

principals felt most prepared them for their position.  Although this study looked 

specifically at certification programs and the transition from the “study of the 

principalship” to becoming a principal, we must also consider the importance of a support 

system through this transition.  This study looked to break down the strengths of each 

program to help practitioners build a stronger curriculum, however, upon completion of 

the study, it was concluded that it didn’t matter the type of program an intern went 

through, it was the experiences, relationships and processes developed during those 
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programs that supported their success the most.  This leads the researcher to believe that 

research needs to be conducted beyond the actual certification program, and into the 

development of a “pipeline” of principal support through the certification program and 

into the first five years of the principal’s career.  Possible partnerships between principal 

certification programs and school districts as well as partnerships between principal 

certification programs and Education Service Centers needs to be explored.  The vast 

knowledge base expected of principals to be successful is far too broad to measure in a 

two year program.  The creation of an extended support system through their first years 

as a principal would promote continuous improvement that would ultimately increase 

their success as well as keep more principals in the profession. 

 

Summary 

 This study delved into principal preparation and explored whether traditional or 

alternative principal certification programs prepare principals better for the school 

principal position.  With little research found on benefits of one program over the other, 

this study sought to identify best practices within each program that provided success for 

individual participants.  Findings did not show as much of a comparison between the two 

types of programs, but rather consistencies across both programs that led to the future 

job success of individual participants.  Repeatedly, participants identified the 

relationships developed during the course of the program as being critical to their success 

as a practicing school principal.   

 Although the sample size of this study was small, there were several common 
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findings that identify successful skills of current practitioners.  As principal certification 

program designers and implementers work to provide valuable experiences to their 

interns, the findings of this study suggest that they need to ensure that strong interactions 

are made amongst cohort interns as well as with professors, guest-speakers, and 

practitioners so that the interns can begin developing their own development processes 

for successful school leadership. 

 

  



 Texas Tech University, Rich Elsasser, August, 2016 
 
 

95 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

Achilles, C. M. (1990, February).  Research in educational administration: One position. 
 Paper prepared for a Danforth Foundation meeting, San Francisco. 

Amrein, A., & Berliner, D. (2002). High-stakes testing, uncertainty, and student learning.  
 Education Policy Analysis Archives, 10(18).  Retrieved October 10, 2006, from 
 http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v10n18/ 

Anthes, K. (2004, April). Administrator license requirements, portability, waivers and 
 alternative certification. Denver, CO: Education Commission of the States. 

Baker, B. D., et al. (2007).  Exploring the Faculty Pipeline in Educational 
 Administration: Evidence from the Survey of Earned Doctorates, 1999 to 2000. 
 EducationalAdministration Quarterly, 43(2): 189-220. 

Barbour, S. (2006). Non-university based preparation programs: A taskforce summary of 
 alternatives and a research agenda for further study.  Division A: American 
 Educational Research Association Teaching in Educational Administration 
 Special Interest Group Newsletter, 14(1), 7-8. 

Baxter, V. (2008).  A Communitarian framework for planning ed leadership prep 
 programs. Education Planning, 17(1): 9. 

Cheney, G.R., Kelly Garrett and Jennifer Holleran. (2010).  A New Approach to 
Principal Preparation Executive Summary. Fort Worth, TX, Rainwater Charitable 
Foundation. 

Corbin, J. M., & Strauss, A. L. (2008).  Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and 
 procedures for developing grounded theory. Los Angeles, Sage Publ. 

Creswell, J. W. (1994).  Research design: Qualitative & quantitative approaches. 
 Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications. 

Creswell, J. W. (2003).  Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed method 
 approaches. Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications. 

Education Week.  (2004).  No Child Left Behind.  Retrieved June 12, 2009 from 
 http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/no-child-left-behind/.   

Elmore, R. F. (2006).  Breaking the Cartel (Educating Leaders for Tomorrow.  Phi Delta 
 Kappan: 2. 

English, F. W. (2001).  You say you saw what? Which veil did you lift?  Educational 
 LeadershipReview, 2(2), 22-27. 

Farkas, S., et al. (2001).  Trying To Stay Ahead of the Game: Superintendents and 
 Principals Talk about School Leadership. 

Farkas, S., et al. (2003).  Rolling up Their Sleeves: Superintendents and Principals Talk 
 about What's Needed to Fix Public Schools. 



 Texas Tech University, Rich Elsasser, August, 2016 
 
 

96 
 

Feistritzer, C. E., Chester, D., & National Center for Education Information. (2003).  
 Alternative teacher certification: A state-by-state analysis 2003. Washington, 
 D.C: National Center for Education Information. 

Finn et al. (2003).  Better leaders for America’s schools: A manifesto. New York: 
 Thomas B. Fordham Institute. 

Fraenkel, J. R., & Wallen, N. E. (1990).  How to design and evaluate research in 
 education. New York: McGraw-Hill Pub. Co. 

Gerritz, W. H., Koppich, J., Guthrie, J. W., & Policy Analysis for California Education 
 (Organization). (1984).  Preparing California school leaders: An analysis of 
 supply, demand, and training. Berkeley, Calif.?: PACE. 

Goertz, M. E., et al. (2001).  Assessment and Accountability across the 50 States. CPRE 
 Policy  Briefs. 

Griffiths, D. E., Stout, R. T., Forsyth, P. B., & National Commission on Excellence in 
 Educational Administration (U.S.). (1988).  Leaders for America's schools: The 
 report and papers of the National Commission on Excellence in Educational 
 Administration. Berkeley, Calif: McCutchan Pub. Co. 

Haller et al., 1994  Haller, E. J., Brent, B. O., & McNamara, J. F. (1997).  Does graduate 
 training in educational administration improve America’s schools? Another look 
 at some national data. Phi Delta Kappan, 79, 222-227. 

Herrington, C. D. (2005).  Decertifying the Principalship: The Politics of Administrator 
 Preparation in Florida.  Educational Policy 19(1): 181-200. 

Hess, F. M., et al. (2005).  Learning to Lead? What Gets Taught in Principal Preparation 
 Programs.  PEPG 05-02, Program on Education Policy and Governance. 

Hess, F.M. & Kelly, A.P.  (2005).  The accidental principal, what doesn’t get taught at ed 
 schools.  Education Next. 

Hess, F. M. and W. D. C. Progressive Policy Inst (2003).  A License to Lead? A New 
 Leadership Agenda for America's Schools. 

Hilliard, A. (2011).  Current trends in educational leadership for student success plus 
 facilities planning and designing.  Contemporary Issues in Education Research. 
 4(1).  

Hughes, R.C. (2005).  Creating a new approach to principal leadership.  Principal, 84(5), 
 34-39. 

Immegart, G.L. (1990).  What is truly missing in advanced preparation in educational 
 administration?  Journal of Educational Administration, 28(3), 5-13. 

Interstate Consortium on School Leadership. (2006, June). ISLLC standards. Retrieved 
 November 12, 2006, from http://www.ccsso.org/projects/interstate_consortium_ 
 on_school_leadership/ ISLLC_Standards/ 



 Texas Tech University, Rich Elsasser, August, 2016 
 
 

97 
 

Lakomski, G. (1998, Fall).  Training administration in the wild: A naturalistic  
perspective. UCEA Review, 34(3), 1,5, 10-11. 

  
Lashway, L. and E. O. R. Eric Clearinghouse on Educational Management (2003). 
 Transforming  Principal Preparation. ERIC Digest. 

Lassley, T.J. (2004).  Better leaders for America’s schools: Perspectives on the 
 manifesto. University Council for Educational Administration.   

LeTendre, B.G., & Roberts, B. (2005).  A national view of certification of school 
 principals: Current and future trends.  Paper presented at the annual meeting of 
 the University  Council for Educational Administration, Nashville, TN. 

Levine, A. (2005).  Educating School Leaders, Education Schools Project. 

Lincoln, Y.S., & Guba, E.G. (1985).  Naturalistic Inquiry. Sage Publications. 

Linn, R. L., Baker, E. L., & Betebenner, D. W. (2002).  Accountability systems: 
 Implications of requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. 
 Educational Researcher, 31(6), 3-6.  

Mazzeo, C. (2003).  Issue brief: Improving teaching and learning by improving school 
 leadership. Washington, DC: National Governor’s Association. 

McCarthy, M. (2004, Spring).  Point/counterpoint: The continuing debate about standards 
 and assessments for school leaders.  University Council for Educational 
 Administration Review, 46(2), 1. 

McGuire, M.Y. (2002).  Elevating educational leadership task force report (Report issued 
 to the Michigan Board of Education). Lansing, MI: Michigan Department of 
 Education. 

McKerrow, K. (1998).  Administrative internships: Quality or quantity? Journal of  
School Leadership, 8(2), 171-186. 

  
Miller, T. N. and T. Salsberry (2005).  Portfolio Analysis: Documenting the Progress and 
 Performance of Educational Administration Students. Educational 
 Considerations, 33(1):24-31. 

Mulkeen, T.A. & Cooper, B.S. (1989, March).  Implications of preparing school  
administrators for knowledge-work organizations.  Paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the American Educational Research Association, San Francisco. 

 
Murakami Ramalho, E., et al. (2010).  Reforming Preparation Programs for Leadership 
 Improvement:  The Case of Texas. Journal of School Leadership. 20(4): 404-424. 

Murphy, J. (1992).  The landscape of leadership preparation: Reframing the education of  
school administrators. Newbury Park, CA: Corwin Press. 

 
Murphy, J.  (2006).  Preparing school leaders: An agenda for research and action.   

Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 



 Texas Tech University, Rich Elsasser, August, 2016 
 
 

98 
 

 
Murphy, J., & Hawley, W. (2003).  The AASA “Leadership for Learning” masters  

program. Teaching in Educational Administration, 10(2), 1-6. 
 

Murphy, J., & Vriesenga, M. (2004).  Research in preparation programs in educational  
administration: An analysis.  Monograph prepared for the University Council for 
Educational Administration. 

 
Murphy et al.  (2008).  A framework for rebuilding initial certification and preparation  

programs in educational leadership: lessons from whole-state reform initiatives. 
Teachers college record, 110(10).  

 
Muth, R. (1989, October).  Reconceptualizing training for educational administrators and  

leaders: focus on inquiry. Charlottesville, VA: National Policy Board for 
Educational Administration. 

  
National Commission on Excellence  in Education. (1983).  A nation at risk: The 
 imperative for  educational reform.  Retrieved September, 20, 2009, from 
 http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/title.html 

National Commission on Excellence in Educational Administration. (1987).  Leaders for 
 America’s schools. Tempe, AZ: University Council for Educational 
 Administration. 

National Center for Education Information.  (2003).  School administrator certification in 
 the United States, state-by-state 2003: Principals and superintendents. 
 Washington, DC:Author. 

NPBEA, 2002 National Policy Board for Educational Administration. (2002).  Standards 
 for advanced programs in educational leadership for principals, superintendents, 
 curriculum directors and supervisors.  Retrieved April 12, 2003, from 
 http://www.npbea.org/ELCC. 

Olson, L. (2007).  Getting Serious About Preparation.  Education Week 27(3): S3. 

Pepper, 1988  Pepper, J.B. (1998).  Clinical education for school superintendents and 
 principals: The missing link.  In D.E. Griffiths, R.T. Stout, & P.R. Forsyth (Eds.), 
 Leaders for America’s Schools (pp. 360-366). Berkeley, CA: McCutchan. 

Pounder, D., Reitzug, U., & Young, M.D. (2002).  Preparing school leaders for school  
 improvement, social justice and community.  In J. Murphy (Ed.), The educational 
 leadership challenge: Redefining leadersihp for the 21st century (pp. 261-288). 
 Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Pringle, R. M., & Martin, S. C. (2005).  The potential impacts of upcoming high-stakes 
 testing  on the teaching of science in elementary classrooms.  Research in Science 
 Education, 35, 347-361. 

Richardson, R. (1990).  Evaluation of principal performance.  The principalship in the 
 1990’s  and beyond: Current research on performance-based preparation and 



 Texas Tech University, Rich Elsasser, August, 2016 
 
 

99 
 

 professional development (pp. 49-61). University Park, PA: The University 
 Council for Educational Administation. 

Sergiovanni, 1989  Sergiovanni, T. J. (1989).  Value-driven schools: The amoeba theory.  
In H. J. Walberg & J. J. Lane (Eds.),Organizing for learning: Toward the 21st 
century (pp. 31-40). Reston, VA: National Association of Secondary School 
Principals. 

 
Sergiovanni, T. (1992).  Moral leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 
Slavin, R. (1988).  Contributions of educational research to policy and practice:  

Constructing, challenging, changing cognition. Educational Researcher, 17(7), 4-
11. 
 

Texas Education Agency.  (2013).  Texas Education Directory.  Retrieved March 15,  
2013, from www.mansfield.tea.state.tx.us/tea.askted.web.  

  
Texas Education Agency. (2006).  Texas Examinations of Educator Standards (TExES) 
 preparation manual, 068, principal. Retrieved February 18, 2008, from 
 http://texes.ets.org/assets/pdf/testprep_manuals/068-principal-55017-web.pdf 

Usdan, M.D. (2002).  Reactions to articles commissioned by the National Commission 
 for the  Advancement of Educational Leadership Preparation, Educational 
 Administration Quarterly, 38(2), 300-307. 

Witters-Churchill, L.J. (1998).  University preparation of the school administrator: 
 evaluations by Texas principals. School Organization, 11(3), 339-345.  

Young, M. D., Petersen, G. J., & Short, P. M. (2002).  The complexity of substantive 
 reform: A call for interdependence among key stakeholders. Educational 
 Administration Quarterly, 38, 137-175. 

Young, M., D (2004).  Next steps for NCAELP, UCEA and the field:  A joint research 
 taskforce on educational leadership preparation.  UCEA Review. 46: 11-12. 

Young, M., D (2009).  Handbook of research on the education of school leaders. G.  
Crow, J. Murphy and R. Ogawa, Routledge: 584. 

  



 Texas Tech University, Rich Elsasser, August, 2016 
 
 

100 
 

Appendix A 

Participation Letter 

May 15, 2015 

 

Dear XXXXX, 

You are invited to participate in a study of Principal Certification Programs in Texas.  My 

name is Rich Elsasser and I am a doctoral candidate at Texas Tech University in Lubbock, in the 

Educational Leadership Program.  This research is part of my dissertation study to compete the 

requirements of an Ed.D. degree in educational leadership.  I hope to learn about the experiences 

of principals and assistant principals in their certification programs.  You were selected as a 

possible participant in this study because your name was identified as having served as a principal 

or assistant principal within the last 10 years.  Should you decide to participate in a survey, you 

may be offered an opportunity to be interviewed as one of the 8-10 subjects selected for this 

study.   

 If you are selected to participate, I will interview you one time for approximately one 

hour with a possibility of a second interview.  In addition, you will be invited to provide feedback 

on the interview transcripts.  The interviews will occur at a date, time, and site that are most 

convenient for you.  The interview will be conducted in person but if that is not feasible, the 

interview will take place via telephone.  With your permission, the interview(s) will be audio 

taped and consent for audio taping will be written as well as verbally recorded.  

 The interview will be set up more as a conversation, with questions associated around 

main themes, and will ask you to reflect on your experiences in the principal certification 

program you attended along with the subsequent use of that knowledge in your position as a 
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school administrator.  The interview will be transcribed verbatim and then analyzed to identify 

the themes of your experience in the principal certification program.  The transcribed interview 

and my analysis of the interview will be sent to you to provide you with the opportunity to make 

any comments, reactions, changes, or feedback you may wish concerning the written transcription 

of your interview and my analysis of the interview.   

 Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified 

with you will remain secured and confidential in a password protected computer for two years 

and then properly destroyed.  Pseudonyms will be used on transcriptions.  I, the researcher, will 

be in sole possession of audio files and any data that can link you to a transcribed interview.   

 Your decision whether or not to participate will not prejudice your present or future 

relations with Texas Tech University at Lubbock nor will it jeopardize your present employment 

status.  If you decide to participate, you are free to refrain from answering any interview 

question(s) or to discontinue participation at any time during the study without prejudice.  

If you have any questions, I can be reached at: 

104 Katie Marie Cove 

Georgetown, Texas  78633 

Cell:  (512) 639-5722 

richelsasser@gmail.com 

rich.elsasser@esc13.txed.net 

 

Dr. Joseph Claudet, committee chair, is also available to answer any questions and can be reached 

at: 

Joseph Claudet, PhD. 

Associate Professor 

Educational Leadership Program 

Texas Tech University 
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Box 41071 

Lubbock, Texas  79409-41071 

(806) 834-1076 

joe.claudet@ttu.edu 

 

Thank you very much for your time, I look forward to hearing from you by email and I sincerely 

hope that you agree to be a participant in this study. 

Sincerely, 

Rich Elsasser 
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Appendix B 

Online Survey Questions 

1.  What is your name? 

2. What is your current position? 

3. What is your district name and campus name? 

4. How many years have you been in education? 

5. How many years did you teach? 

6. What was your teaching field(s)? 

7. What year did you start your principal certification program? 

8. Did you attend a traditional program, that included attending courses at a 

university while working toward a master’s degree, or an alternative program that 

may have been a certification only program, an online program, or a non-

traditional public school sponsored program? 

9. Did you serve as an assistant principal?  If so, what year did you begin and how 

long did you serve? 

10. Did you serve as a principal?  If so, what year did you begin and how long did 

you serve? 

11. What is your present position and how long have you been there? 

12. If you qualify for the study based on your above answers, are you willing to take 

part in an interview?  The interview will last approximately 45-60 minutes and 

will either be face-to-face or over the phone.   
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions 

 

1. What is your current role and major areas of responsibility? 

2. What areas of your job do you spend the most time at? 

3. What type of principal preparation program did you attend?  Was it traditional, 

university-based, or alternative-based, hosted by a non-university program? 

4. What types of classes and activities were part of your principal certification 

program? 

5. What experiences in your program do you feel had the most value to your 

principal job? 

6. What would you have changed about your certification program? 

7. What areas of your principal certification program do you feel were not 

important? 

8. What areas of your job do you feel you were not prepared for in your principal 

certification program? 

9. What challenges will principal certification programs need to address for future 

principal candidates? 
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Appendix D 

IRB Approval 

 

April 13, 2015 
 

Joseph Claudet 
Ed Psychology & Leadership 
Mail Stop: 1071 
 

Regarding: 504944 Principal Effectiveness in Traditional and Alternative 

Certification Programs Dr. Joseph Claudet: 

The Texas Tech University Protection of Human Subjects Committee has 
approved your proposal referenced above. The approval is effective from April 
13, 2015 to March 31, 2016. This expiration date must appear on all of your 
consent documents. 
 

We will remind you of the pending expiration approximately eight weeks before 
March 31, 2016 and to update information about the project. If you request an 
extension, the proposal on file and the information you provide will be routed for 
continuing review. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Rosemary Cogan, Ph.D., ABPP  
Protection of Human Subjects Committee 
 

 

Box 41075 | Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075 | T 806.742.3905 | F 806.742.3947 | www.vpr.ttu.edu  
   An EEO/Affirmative Action Institution 
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Appendix E 

Consent Form 

 

You are being invited to participate in a qualitative study entitled:  Principal 

Effectiveness in Traditional and Non-Traditional Certification Programs.  I am working 

under the supervision of Dr. Joseph Claudet, Associate Professor in the Educational 

Leadership Program in the College of Education at Texas Tech University.  He is the 

principal investigator and can be reached at (806) 834-1076.  

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of principals and assistant 

principal’s certification programs and how well their programs prepared them for the 

administrative position.  The information and data obtained from the participants will 

provide certification programs with best practices and help all programs improve 

instruction.  Your participation in this study will provide data to principal certification 

programs and improve effectiveness. 

If you agree to participate, an initial survey will be sent to your email to complete.  

The survey should take no longer than 15 minutes.  Following the initial survey the 

researcher will make a determination to include you in the study based on your 

responses.  If you are chosen to participate in the study, the researcher and participant 

will agree on a time to conduct a semi-structured interview that will last approximately 

one hour.  A follow up interview may be needed for any clarification to earlier responses 

and would last no longer than 30 minutes.  The interview will be recorded and 

transcribed and kept by the researcher for 2 years after the interview date.  Pseudonyms 
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will replace your name, work place and university in order to protect your identity.  

Personal information will not be shared with anyone to maintain confidentiality.   

There are no foreseeable risks involved in your participation of this research.  

Your participation is strictly voluntary and you have the right to remove yourself from 

the research at any point in time without any penalty or loss of benefits.  You also have 

the option to not answer any of the questions presented in any of the surveys.   

Dr. Joseph Claudet will be available to answer any questions you have about the 

study.  You can call (806) 834-1076 or email joe.claudet@ttu.edu.  For questions about 

your rights as a subject caused by this research, contact the Texas Tech University 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office of the Vice 

President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas  79409, or (806) 742-

2064. 

 

 

  

Signature of Participant     Date 

 

Printed Name of Participant    Contact Number  

This consent form is only valid through March 31, 2016.  Thank you for your time and 

participation.  
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