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MISSION
The Mission of the Academy is to

promote the interests of urban education 
in both public and private schools and
universities in the Metropolitan area.

 

VISION
The Vision of the Academy is to create an
AGORA for the exchangeof ideas among
educators who wish to encourage and
uphold the promotion of the highest

standards and ideals of Public Education in
the Greater New York Metropolitan area.
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FROM THE EDITOR

As you may notice, we have changed our format for the Academy’s Research 
Journal to an all research journal.  It was felt that this would be an excellent 
vehicle for the many researchers in our area and around the country to publish 
their manuscripts.  Although we have only six articles this year, they are of high 
quality and, certainly, of interest to our membership.  The authors range from 
college professors and deans, to superintendents and principals, and to recently 
graduated doctoral students.  Please read through the Journal and drop us a note 
(triadedu@aol.com) to inform us what you think of this new format.

We are very proud to publish our Seventh Annual Issue of the Research Journal 
of The New York Academy of Public Education.  As in the past, it takes a lot of energy and time for us to 
produce the final product.  There are a number of individuals who are involved in this endeavor, including 
our Peer Review team, the printer, and certainly not last, the authors.  I would like to extend a very hearty 
THANK YOU to each.

Some of our authors are repeat writers because they value and enjoy research; some work at universities 
that encourage their faculties to do research; and some are looking for the opportunity to have their dis-
sertations published.  Whatever the reason, we appreciate their choosing the Research Journal to publish 
their articles.  I encourage each of you to consider publishing an article in our future Journals.  Our Call 
for Manuscripts is located in the rear section of this Journal.

As we begin to wind down the educational semester and begin to prepare for a much needed rest (for 
some), I wish you all a very safe and productive summer.

Respectfully,

John C. Jangl, Ed.D.
Editor-in-Chief

New York Academy of Public Education
Research Journal
Triadedu@aol.com
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The vision of the Academy remains to create an angora for the exchange 
of ideas among educators who wish to encourage and uphold promotion 
of higher standards and ideals of Public Education in the Greater New 
York Metropolitan Area.  
Over the years we have had a pleather of esteemed speakers grace our 
academy with their wisdom, knowledge, and inspiration.  We would like 
to extend a special thanks to our speakers who have served us over the 
past two years: Betty Rosa, Chancellor of the Board of Regents, Dr. Con-
rado “Bobby” Gempesaw, President of St. John’s University; Ramon F. 
Garcia, Assistant Commissioner, School Safety, N.Y.P.D; Ernest Logan, 
President of Council of Supervisors and Administration; Michael Samp-
son, Ph.D., Dean, School of Education, St. John’s University; and Dr. 
Kimberly R. Cline, President of Long Island University. 
To continue with the Academy’s vision, I am honored to present to you 
the New York Academy of Public Education’s Annual Research Journal. 
On behalf of the New York Academy of Public Education and the mem-
bers of the Board of Directors, I would like to thank Editor-in-Chief, 
John C. Jangl, Ed.D.  and Assistant Editor, Linda K. Patterson, Ph.D. 
along with the Peer Review Committee for their tireless efforts on the 
enormous task of putting together The New York Academy of Educa-
tion’s second Professional Research Journal. I would also like to extend 
my appreciation to the authors who contributed their time and ideas to 
make the Journal the success that it continues to be. 

Respectfully,
Marisa A. Bolognino
President
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Abstract
This study explored the relationships between the 
selected variables used to measure school district 
climate and student SAT scores.  The setting includ-
ed 94 school districts that were located in two large 
adjacent suburban counties in New York State:  Nas-
sau and Suffolk.  Variables used to measure school 
climate included class size, student poverty, the 
number of English Language Learners, teacher turn-
over rates, student attendance, suspension rates, and 
college-going rates.  The results showed that student 
poverty and college-going rates had the strongest 
correlations with SAT scores, accounting for 68.89 
and 81 percent of the variance respectively.  As pov-
erty went up, SAT scores went down.  Poverty also 
had strong correlations with the other independent 
variables in a direction that put downward pressure 
on SAT scores.  If the results of this study remain 
consistent with future studies, school district leaders 
should take steps to address the negative effects that 
poverty has on student SAT scores and college-going 
rates.  Specific recommendations were included.
Keywords:  School district climate, poverty, ELLs, 
attendance, college-going rates, and SAT scores.

I.  Purpose
 The purpose of this study was to examine the 
relationships between the selected variables used to 
measure school district climate and student achieve-
ment on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT).  The 
SAT is a college entrance examination that college 
admission officers use as one factor in determin-
ing admission to their higher education institutions.  
High SAT scores have historically been a strong 
determinant of admissions by colleges and universi-
ties.  School districts that produced students with 
high SAT scores reflected a high measure of success-
ful admissions (“2016 SAT scores on Long Island,” 
n.d.). For these reasons, the SAT scores were select-
ed as a likely indicator of student achievement for 
this study.  Prior research had identified class size, 
student poverty, English Language Learners, teacher 
turnover rates, student attendance, suspension rates, 
and college-going rates as having an impact on 
school district climate and student outcomes, includ-
ing SAT results (“New York School Quality Index,” 
2017; Rodriguez, Ringler, O’Neal, & Bunn, 2009; 
Fowler & Walberg, 1991).  This study sought to 
determine the relationships between these variables 

among 94 school districts in a large suburban region in 
New York State.  The researchers prioritized the factors 
with the greatest impact on student achievement so that 
district leaders could make more informed decisions 
about the effective use of resources. 
 
II. Literature Review
School District Climate, Student SAT Achievement and 
Other Variables 

District and School Climate
 In a study by Goldringer and Hallinger (1992), 
the researchers found that schools in both centralized 
and decentralized districts had a more positive school 
climate when compared to schools in districts charac-
terized by “fragmented centralization” (p. 6).  The level 
of district support appeared to be a crucial mechanism 
for positive change in schools.  They concluded that 
the implementation of internal organizational pro-
cesses depended upon designating a clear message of 
general district policy and the level of district support 
for school operation.  The level of district support was 
crucial if districts wanted to have a positive impact on 
schools (Goldringer & Hallinger, 1992).  
 Swindle (2005) discovered that districts succeeded 
when the work of the superintendent had a relationship 
to student achievement.  
Superintendents must continue to think of themselves 
not simply as public school managers, politicians, fi-
nancial and legal experts but also as leaders of learning. 
Over the past three decades, external entities such as 
teacher unions, school boards federal and state legis-
lators have imposed more standards as the stakes to 
raise student achievement spiral upward. Expectations 
remained clear: student achievement must improve and 
the superintendent would be held accountable for the 
outcome (Swindle, 2005, p. 3).  
 Polascheck (2006) studied five urban districts that 
succeeded with student achievement.  Polascheck found 
that in all five urban districts, three consistent themes 
surfaced: a focus on improving student achievement; 
development of a strong and effective superintendent-
board team; and a strong superintendent and board 
leadership.
 In the study “The Relationship between Illinois 
school district superintendent longevity and high school 
student achievement,” Libka (2012) reviewed the data 
for 440 school districts across Illinois and found a posi-
tive correlation between superintendent longevity and 

Sending your Students to College?
School District Climate Variables that Make a Difference

Craig Markson, Ed.D., Kenneth Forman, Ph.D., and Ken Lindblom, Ph.D.

School of Professional Development, Stony Brook University, USA
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student achievement (in reading and math).  Consid-
eration was given to the influence of school district 
poverty level, size, and location on the correlation 
between superintendent longevity and achievement.  
The percent of students receiving free or reduced 
lunch was the basis for determining a school dis-
trict’s percent of students living in poverty (Libka, 
2012).
 District level leadership affected student 
achievement and school success by impacting 
school climate as climate shaped the behaviors, at-
titudes, values, beliefs, and motivation of principals 
and teachers (Libka, 2012).  Correlations revealed 
that district poverty level influenced the longevity-
achievement correlation, and even when controlled, 
the relationship was still positive every year for both 
reading and math, demonstrating that high poverty 
lowers reading and math scores. 
 Understanding the important link between dis-
trict leadership and school climate allowed superin-
tendents to recognize how their leadership practices 
trickled down to affect school-level leadership by 
principals.  The implication was that leadership not 
only mattered, but its correlates or success indices 
were critical in addressing school problems and 
challenges.  Thus, superintendents’ leadership prac-
tices affected school culture and school climate (The 
University Outreach & Engagement Center, 2004) 
 The University Outreach & Engagement Center 
of Michigan State University (2004) study indicated 
that changes in school culture at the district level 
positively or adversely affected school climate at the 
building level.  The study found that leadership at 
the school district level was the most predominant 
factor changing school culture. Thus, the prevailing 
leadership practices of superintendents became criti-
cal indicators of school culture and school climate 
(The University Outreach & Engagement, 2004).

Teacher turnover
 Research supported that the likelihood of form-
ing social relationships may also be affected by the 
demographic characteristic of seniority or years of 
experience in a particular organization.  In educa-
tional settings, this suggested that more experienced 
educators who have had more opportunities to 
develop and strengthen relationships tended to have 
more social relationships than less experienced edu-
cators (Daly, Moolenar, Liou, Tuytens, &Del Fres-
no, 2014).  Less experienced teachers and teachers 
that were newly appointed represented a cadre of 
professionals that was inclusive of the school or 
district’s teacher turnover rate.

Poverty
  Fowler and Walberg (1991) found that District 
socio-economic status and the percentage of students 
from low-income families in the school were the most 
influential and consistent factors related to schooling 
outcomes (Fowler & Walberg, 1991).  
However, the most consistent variable was district so-
cioeconomic status.  This variable was significantly and 
positively associated with a variety of variables (school 
characteristics, teacher characteristics, state test scores, 
district characteristics, and SAT scores) except suspen-
sions.  Fowler and Walberg found that the second most 
consistent variable was the percentage of students from 
low-income families in the school.  This variable was 
significantly and negatively associated with mean SAT 
verbal scores (Fowler & Walberg, 1991).
 Libka (2012) also found moderate to strong connec-
tions between socioeconomic status and college-going 
rates across Rhode Island high schools.  The college en-
rollment rate was low among schools with higher shares 
of students with disabilities, Hispanic or black students, 
students from low-income families and students with 
poor English-language proficiencies.  Schools with high 
rates of turnover in the student body had considerably 
lower college-going rates among those who graduated. 
 Poverty level has shown it has a relationship with 
student achievement.  Research confirms negative 
correlations between district percent of students who 
were considered poverty level and student achievement 
(Libka, 2012).  Libka also demonstrated the relationship 
between school district poverty level, superintendent 
longevity and reading and math achievement (Libka, 
2012).

Achievement/SAT Scores
 Deil-Amen and Tevi (2010) confirmed that high 
school GPA and SAT scores were the best predictors 
of who applied to college as a result of examining a 
plethora of prior research.  In a study about college 
enrollment in Rhode Island “Soft Factors Influence Col-
lege Enrollment,” the authors found moderate to strong 
connections between measures of academic ability and 
college enrollment.  Measures of academic performance 
across high schools included the mean mathematics and 
verbal SAT scores, percentage of students scoring at 
the proficient level in the 11th grade standardized test 
in English language arts and mathematics, and the high 
school graduation rates.  All had a statistically signifi-
cant association with higher college enrollment rates.

Attendance/Suspensions
 In a Baltimore study of factors around school and 
district climate by the Baltimore Educational Research 
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Consortium, researchers determined that improving 
school climate was one way to increase academic 
achievement, school safety, school completion, 
teacher retention, healthy social interactions, and 
student well-being (Dunham, Bettencourt, & Don-
nelly, 2014).  The validity of these relationships was 
further supported by the connection between both at-
tendance, suspensions and other school climate data. 
Baltimore researchers struggled with attendance and 
high levels of chronic absence.  They concluded that 
initiatives to improve attendance should have in-
cluded conversations about school climate.  Manipu-
lating school climate offered a means to intervene 
and increase student engagement and attachment 
to school.  Essentially, they determined that school 
climate captured how students, teachers, and parents 
viewed their school and was correlated with social, 
emotional, and academic outcomes.  Baltimore 
schools with positive school climate also enjoyed 
fewer behavior problems, increased academic 
achievement, higher levels of student self-esteem, 
and greater overall commitment to school among 
the school community.  Their research reinforced a 
body of work supporting the importance of climate 
in promoting academic achievement, school safety, 
dropout prevention, teacher retention, healthy social 
interactions, and well-being (Durham, Bettencourt, 
& Donnelly, 2014). 
 According to Durham, Bettencourt, and Donnelly 
(2014), efforts measuring and manipulating climate 
uncovered several common elements that were tied 
to higher achievement and reported satisfaction with 
schooling among school staff and students.  Their 
research on climate created a unifying framework 
that offered superintendents and principals a simpli-
fied climate classification of five domains: Safety, 
Teaching & Learning, Interpersonal Relationships, 
Institutional Environment, Leadership & Staff Rela-
tions (Durham, Bettencourt, & Donnelly, 2014).  
Suspensions pointed to districts or schools where 
there were high levels of disciplinary problems also 
struggled with effective teaching and leadership sup-
port for highly effective instruction.  Schools with 
weak instruction and leadership were more likely to 
have more frequent disciplinary problems.  Districts 
or schools with severe disciplinary problems were 
likely struggling with multiple organizational chal-
lenges.  Staff perceptions about the Teaching and 
Learning environment, Interpersonal Relationships, 
and Institutional Environment were also signifi-
cantly related to suspensions (Durham, Bettencourt, 
& Donnelly, 2014).  The researchers performed the 
same analysis but with attendance data and explored 
whether attendance problems were reflected in its 

other climate data.  Compared to all other climate data 
collected, chronic absence was most strongly related to 
students’ responses in school-wide surveys (Durham, 
Bettencourt, & Donnelly, 2014).

III. Data Sources and Definitions
 The data were obtained from the New York State 
Education Department’s (NYSED) data site (2017), 
and were collected from the 2015 to 2016 school year.  
Data from a total of 94 school districts from New York 
State’s Nassau and Suffolk counties were included in 
this study.  Several districts were excluded from this 
study because they had fewer than 50 test takers or they 
had no publicly available reporting of their students’ 
SAT results.  For the 2015 to 2016 school year, NYSED 
recorded the average class size by school district un-
der the following categories:  common branch, grade 8 
English, grade 8 mathematics, grade 8 science, grade 
8 social studies, grade 10 English, grade 10 mathemat-
ics, grade 10 science, and grade 10 social studies.  For 
this study, these nine categories were averaged by 
school district to determine the overall average class 
size.  Poverty was measured by the percent of students 
collecting free and reduced lunch by school district.  
English Language Learners (ELLs) were defined by 
NYSED as the following: 
[T]hose who, by reason of foreign birth or ancestry, 
speak or understand a language other than English and 
speak or understand little or no English, and require 
support in order to become proficient in English and 
are identified pursuant to Section 154.3 of Commis-
sioner’s Regulations. These students are also referred to 
as Limited English Proficient (“Report Cards Glossary | 
NYSED Data Site,” n.d.).
ELLs were recorded as a percent by school district.  
Teacher turnover was the number of teachers from 
the 2014/2015 school year who did not return to the 
2015/2016 school year, stated as a percentage by school 
district. Attendance was reported as the percent of aver-
age daily student attendance by school district.  The 
suspension rate was the number of students suspended 
(not including in-school suspensions) divided by the 
number of enrollments in a given school year.  The 
number was recorded as a percentage by school dis-
trict.  For college-going rates, NYSED collected data 
by school district on the post-graduation plans of high 
school completers.  This study included the percent of 
students by school district who reported plans to attend 
a four-year college or university, listed under “Four 
Year College Plans” in the correlation table.  
 The source of the data for SAT scores was obtained 
from Newsday website (“2016 SAT scores on Long Is-
land,” n.d.).  The school districts’ combined SAT scores 
of reading, writing, and mathematics were used in this 
study and averaged by school district.  
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IV. Method

 For the purposes of this study, student achieve-
ment was measured by the average combined SAT 
scores by school district, and SAT scores were the 
dependent variable in this study.  School climate 
was measured by class size, poverty, ELLs, teach-
er turnover rates, attendance, suspensions, and 
college-going rates.  These were the independent 
variables in this study.  A Pearson Product-Moment 
correlation analysis, with a two-tailed test of sig-
nificance with alpha set at .05, was used to analyze 
the relationships among the variables.

V. Results
 

 
Class size had a statistically significant relationship 
with SAT scores, p = .031.  There was a negative 
correlation, accounting for 4.97 percent of the 
variance.  As class size increased, student SAT 
scores decreased.  Poverty also had a statistically 
significant relationship with student SAT scores, 
p < .001.  Poverty had a negative correlation with 
SAT scores, accounting for 68.89 percent of the 
variance.  As the percentage of students collecting 
free and reduced lunch increased, their SAT scores 
decreased.  Similarly, the percent of students clas-
sified as English Language Learners (ELLs) had a 

statistically significant relationship with SAT scores, 
p < .001.  ELLs also had an inverse relationship with 
SAT scores.  As the ELL population went up, SAT 
scores went down by 44.49 percent.  
 Teacher turnover had a statistically significant, 
inverse relationship with SAT scores, accounting for 
4.41 percent of the variance.  As teacher turnover 
went up, SAT scores trended down.  Attendance had a 
statistically significant and positive relationship with 
SAT scores, accounting for 39.19 percent of the vari-
ance, p < .001.  As student attendance went up, so did 
SAT results.  Student suspension rates did not have a 
statistically significant relationship with SAT scores, p 
> .05.  Finally, the percent of students who indicated 
their plans to attend a four-year college or university 
had a statistically significant and positive relation-
ship with SAT scores, accounting for 81 percent of 
the variance.  As plans to attend a four-year college or 
university went up, SAT scores also increased.

 The figures below clarify the relationships among 
the selected school district climate variables and SAT 
scores.  Figure 1 depicts the negative correlations and 
the percent of variance these variables have on SAT 
scores.  Figure 2 depicts the positive correlations and 
the percent of variance these variables have on SAT 
scores.
    Figure 1.
 

Figure 2.
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analysis, with a two-tailed test of significance with alpha set at .05, was used to analyze 

the relationships among the variables.	

V. Results 
 
 The results for the correlations with the combined SAT scores are displayed in 

Table 1. 

Table 1 

Correlations with combined SAT scores (N = 92 - 94) 

    
    

SAT 
Scores 

Class 
Size Poverty ELLs 

Teacher 
Turnover Attendance Suspensions 

r -0.223*       
r2 4.97%       
p 0.031       

Class Size 

N 94       
r -0.83** 0.188      
r2 68.89% 3.53%      
p 0.000 0.07      

Poverty 

N 94 94      
r -0.667** 0.102 0.82**     

r2 44.49% 1.04% 67.24%     
p 0.000 0.328 0.000     

ELLs 

N 94 94 94     
r -0.21* 0.133 0.257* 0.288**    
r2 4.41% 1.77% 6.60% 8.29%    
p 0.042 0.202 0.012 0.005    

Teacher 
Turnover 

N 94 94 94 94    
r 0.626** -0.178 -0.61** -0.595** -0.197   
r2 39.19% 3.17% 37.21% 35.40% 3.88%   
p 0.000 0.088 0.000 0.000 0.058   

Attendance 

N 93 93 93 93 93   
r -0.194 -0.084 0.205* 0.242* 0.042 -0.149  
r2 3.76% 0.71% 4.20% 5.86% 0.18% 2.22%  
p 0.063 0.425 0.049 0.02 0.686 0.154  

Suspensions 

N 93 93 93 93 93 93  

r 0.900** 
-

0.299** -0.859** -0.633** -0.151 0.678** -0.122 
r2 81.00% 8.94% 73.79% 40.07% 2.28% 45.97% 1.49% 
p 0.000 0.004 0.000 0.000 0.15 0.000 0.246 

Four Year 
College 
Plans 

N 92 92 92 92 92 92 92 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).   
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).   
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VI. Conclusion
 The variable that had the strongest correla-
tion with SAT scores was the college- going rate.  
This should be expected, as those who indicated 
their plans to attend a four-year college had prob-
ably already achieved at least adequate results on 
their SATs.  The standout variable in this study 
was clearly poverty.  In addition to putting strong 
downward pressure on SAT scores, it had statisti-
cally significant relationships with many of the 
other independent variables, and the directions of 
these relationships also put downward pressure on 
SAT scores.  For example, student attendance had a 
strong positive correlation with SAT scores.  As at-
tendance went up, so did SAT scores.  Poverty put 
downward pressure on student attendance, which 
in turn would negatively impact SAT scores.  Pov-
erty accounted for 37.21 percent of the variance on 
attendance and this relationship was inverse.  
 As the percent of ELLs in school districts 
increased, SAT scores decreased.  Poverty had a 
strong positive correlation with ELLs, accounting 
for 67.24 percent of the variance.  The direction 
of the relationship that poverty had with ELLs put 
downward pressure on SAT results.  Most notable 
was the strong negative correlation that poverty 
had with the college going rate, accounting for 
73.79 percent of the variance.  As poverty went 
up, students who reported their plans to attend a 
four-year college went down. The college-going 
rate had the strongest correlation with SAT scores 
in this study.  
 In the final analysis, this study originally started 
out as a study on school district climate and student 
SAT scores.  The results clearly indicate the nega-
tive impact that poverty had on the college-going 
rate and SAT results.

VII. Implications of the Research and
         Recommendations
 Given the strong negative impact that poverty had 
on SAT scores, college-going rates, and school district 
climate, the researchers make the following recom-
mendations for school district leaders:
• strategically plan to prioritize district human capi-
tal to address the poverty gap in student achievement;
• realign district budgets to address the negative 
effects of poverty and the academic needs of English 
Language Learners;
• provide professional development for teachers on 
working with students in poverty and English Lan-
guage Learners;
• establish meaningful relationships with communi-
ty-based agencies and schools of higher education to 
address the college-going rate issue among students in 
poverty and English Language Learners;
• address the federal reduction in funding for special 
populations, including students in poverty and English 
Language Learners;
• attract and retain teachers with a wide breath of 
expertise in working with special populations.
The researchers make the following recommendations 
for future studies:
• focus on the most effective programs for allevi-
ating the negative impact that poverty has on SAT 
scores and college-going rates.  
• collect qualitative and quantitative data from 
multiple stakeholders, including students, parents, 
teachers, school leaders, and higher education profes-
sionals;  
• disaggregate SAT scores to examine the correla-
tions among these selected variables since this study 
only included the combined SAT score results.
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Brief Executive Summary
The purpose of this paper is to assist educators, policymakers, 
and other school community members in exploring some of the 
key components of successful schools serving diverse student 
populations. Although the strategies provided are based on 
research and the experiences of veteran administrators, school 
board members, and teachers, it is important that each strategy 
is evaluated against the local school and school district context 
prior to implementation, and that ongoing evaluation is used to 
gauge its effectiveness. Described below are the key, identified 
themes of school success: 

Leadership for District and School Success
Effective leadership is essential at the district and school levels 
to promote school success and student achievement.  This sec-
tion briefly sketches a few characteristics of educational lead-
ership for district and school success: erasing a deficit-mindset; 
stating a clear mission and goals; the effects of leadership; and, 
accountability in leadership.  

Support from a Student Focused School District 
Having a clearly defined roadmap for change is critical. In 
developing it, one must be aware of the local context and able 
to prioritize needs addressing student, as well as adult, learn-
ing. In addition, a clearly articulated vision and mission that is 
inclusive of all students will enable everyone to work towards 
shared goals. It is only together that the mission and vision can 
be realized. Lastly, high teacher and student expectations are 
vital for student success. Professional development promotes 
teacher quality, while clear and rigorous standards, use of 
multiple assessments, strength-based teaching strategies, and 
accelerated learning opportunities are among some of the ef-
fective strategies to raise student standards. 

Policy and Resources
Although providing ample resources to districts and schools is 
vital, the need to appropriately allocate these resources is also 
paramount.  Formulas that are sensitive to individual student 
need, rather than simple per student allocation, enables all 
students to have their needs met. Student data should drive this 
process, while policy should solidify it. It is also important to 
note that money alone cannot raise student achievement. In-
stead, appropriate allocation, along with a comprehensive plan 
that addresses school leadership, teacher professional develop-
ment, and student learning, are required. 

School, Community, Climate, and Connectedness 
The success of individual students and school communities is 
positively affected when students feel connected to and valued 
within their schools. A safe and orderly school environment creates 
the foundation for student engagement in learning activities. This 
section stresses the importance of creating an engaging, demo-
cratic school environment, while also stressing the importance for 
districts/school to foster Professional Learning Communities and 
communal business partnerships.

LEADERSHIP FOR DISTRICT AND SCHOOL SUCCESS

It Starts with Mindset – Erasing Deficit Thinking
As leaders, we constantly hear these excuses for underperfor-
mance: “The students cannot perform because...”, “The commu-
nity will not agree to it...”, or “Teachers cannot implement this ini-
tiative....”  Many of the rationales for these statements stem from 
interpreted notions of socioeconomic status, “geographical context 
and perceptions of a certain neighborhood or community; or other 
perceived disadvantage affecting students, educators, or the com-
munity at large.” (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 2016).  It is incumbent 
upon school leaders, then, to eradicate this type of deficit thinking 
or “soft bigotry of low expectations” by developing strength-based 
relationships.  Leaders can do this by looking for and mentioning 
strengths of students and teachers; indicating and modeling those 
strengths; encouraging educators to learn something difficult; give 
students and teachers access to diverse learning opportunities; and 
by celebrating the strengths at your school (Sanfelippo & Sinanis, 
2016).   By emphasizing these elements, all educational stake-
holders (students, teachers, administrators, and parents) will feel 
empowered and motivated to grow professionally, thus building 
capacity to the school and district.   

Clear School Mission and Goals for District/School Improvement
Research on the characteristics of effective schools and testimony 
from veteran educators across the nation make evident the impor-
tance of school leadership as the catalyst for school success and 
the engine that drives student achievement gains (Marzano, Wa-
ters, & McNulty, 2005). Research and anecdotal evidence indicate 
that school reform aimed at raising student achievement to meet 
state standards will produce better and more lasting results if a 
principal sets a clear mission and goals, establishes the urgency of 
implementing this mission, supports and develops staff, and builds 
a solid organization (Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, & Wahl-
strom, 2004; Blythe & Gardner, 1990). Often, effective principals 
provide opportunities for teacher leaders to emerge by distributing 
responsibility for student learning and by sharing a commitment to 
the mission of raising student achievement.  

Leadership to Educate All Students 
Anthony P. Cavanna, Ed.D & Jordan D. Simons,  M.S. Ed.

Fordham University Graduate School of Education
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Figure 1 - Focus on the Instructional Core

 

If schools and school districts are to achieve the quality of 
teaching and learning that students need for future success 
and if school leaders are to meet their goals then school lead-
ers must focus on the instructional core of what is happen-
ing in schools (see Figure1).  Schools have to raise the level 
of cognitive demand of the content, increase the skills and 
knowledge that teachers bring to their practice and increase 
the amount and level of student’s active learning.  This is the 
major challenge of what faces our schools and their leader-
ship in their effort to increase student achievement and meet 
the needs of each student.

Successful schools have a mission that includes engaging in-
struction and high expectations for all students. These schools 
offer many opportunities for shared or distributed leader-
ship, including identifying and nurturing teacher leaders. In 
many cases, these schools use an instructional area, such as 
literacy or a cross-disciplinary theme, to focus teaching and 
professional development activities on student achievement 
in those identified subject areas or themes. In many of these 
schools, where a focused curriculum is matched to the state 
standards and where themes are tools to improve instruction, 
the infusion of additional resources is not always required, 
but resources may need to be reallocated.

Themes for School Improvement 
Schools must focus resources and instructional support 
from the district and, in some cases, from state education 
agencies in order to be successful in raising student achieve-
ment.  Stemming from its Theory of Action, districts should 
consider what policies and strategies would best meet student 
needs and decide whether to select a particular instructional 
strategy and implement it across the district, or to allow 
schools the flexibility to choose their own direction based on 
a set of criteria. In either case, research has demonstrated that 
clearly articulated and coordinated school district activities, 
policies, and procedures are central to the sustained success 
of sustained schools within a given district. 

District resources should allocate funding to develop, articulate, 
and sustain the chosen Theory of Action over time. Preliminary 
research indicates that the particular Theory of Action chosen 
is not as important for long-term success as is the simple act of 
implementing a Theory of Action. Every school and district must 
know where it is going and how it is getting there in order to make 
progress in today’s era of standards-based education.  

The Leadership Effect
In 2010, the Wallace Foundation published Investigating the Links 
to Improved Student Achievement a Study of Collective Leader-
ship.  Leadership is widely believed to be a force for school effec-
tiveness.  This study justified this belief through a six-year research 
study examined the multiple levels at which leadership can be 
exercised in education—from the classroom to the statehouse.  The 
study identified factors that has been shown to have an impact on 
student achievement (see Figure 2).  The research has identified 
and focused on many identified behaviors that are thought to be 
elements of being an effective leader and has pointed to the condi-
tions that encourage or discourage these productive actions:
• Principal - teacher relationships focused on student learning and     
   the instructional core
• District leaders‘ interactions with principals around a theory of  
   action and a focus on instruction
• Principals are most effective when they see themselves as work 
   ing collaboratively towards clear, common goals with district  
   personnel, other principals, and teachers. 
• District support for shared leadership at the school level enhances  
   the sense of efficacy among principals. 
• When principals and teachers share leadership, teachers ‘working  
   relationships with one another are stronger and student achieve 
   ment is higher. 
• District support for shared leadership fosters the development of  
   professional communities. 
• Where teachers feel attached to a professional community, they  
   are more likely to use instructional practices that are linked to  
   improved student learning. 
• Higher-performing schools generally ask for more input and
   engagement from a wider variety of stakeholders and provide    
   more opportunities for influence by teacher teams, parents, and  
   students. 
• Principals and district leaders continue to exercise more influence  
   than others in all schools, they do not lose influence as others gain it. 
• Expectations and accountability measures were identified as a  
   major focus for leadership activity. 
• In districts where levels of student learning are high, for example,  
   district leaders are more likely to emphasize goals and initiatives  
   that reach beyond minimum state expectations for student perfor 
   mance, while they continue to use state policy as a platform from  
   which to challenge others to reach higher ground. 
• In schools that are doing well, teachers and principals pay atten 
   tion to multiple measures of student success. 
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Figure 2. Leadership Influences on Student Learning (Louis, 
Leithwood, Anderson, 2011)
 

 
     

As the Wallace Foundation’s Learning from Leadership project 
reminds us:
“School leadership, from formal and informal sources, helps 
to shape school conditions (including, for example, goals, 
culture, and structures) and classroom conditions (includ-
ing the content of instruction, the size of classrooms, and the 
pedagogy used by teachers). Many factors within and outside 
schools and classrooms help to shape teachers’ sense of profes-
sional community. School and classroom conditions, teachers‘ 
professional communities, and student/family background con-
ditions are directly responsible for the learning of students”.

Accountability
Again, meeting the demands of multiple accountability 
systems requires strong leadership at the school and district 
levels. Principals and other administrators and supervisors 
are not always prepared to be effective instructional leaders 
in today’s age of high-stakes testing and increasingly diverse 
student populations (Bouchard, et al., 2002). Their educational 
background and training may not have taught them to analyze 
and synthesize the complicated with which they are presented, 
and they may not be experts in literacy or other subject areas 
that they supervise. However, changes in the past decade to 
professional preparation programs for principals “suggest that 
there is a movement away from managerial, authoritarian, top 
down leadership styles” and a “transition towards collegial and 
empowering forms of leadership [that] has been catalyzed by a 
reconceptualization of the principal’s role” (Behar-Horenstein, 
1995, p. 18). This philosophical shift is present in the leader-
ship styles of many successful superintendents of schools and 
principals who promote distributed leadership and shared deci-
sion making as improvement strategies (Spillane, Halverson, 
& Diamond, 2001; Burney, 2004). Further, many educators 
who have seen student achievement improve dramatically in 
their districts will confirm that reaching out for help is a coura-
geous first step toward bringing about genuine, noticeable 

change. Crucial to improving instruction and achievement within 
a school is admitting what one knows and what one needs to learn, 
and then launching reform efforts out of this needs assessment 
(Togneri & Anderson, 2003).

SUPPORT FROM A STUDENT-FOCUSED SCHOOL DISTRICT

Targeted District Support
Although strong leadership is pivotal, school principals alone can-
not be held accountable for poor performance within their schools, 
particularly if they have not been trained and encouraged to build 
the knowledge, skills, and understanding necessary to improve 
their abilities as instructional leaders. Raising student achievement 
must be a coordinated, district-supported effort wherein account-
ability for student performance is distributed among all district 
office and school personnel. Furthermore, principals can benefit 
from leadership development opportunities, such as job-embedded 
mentoring and peer-to-peer networking activities.  Figure 3 illus-
trates the processes that underline effective instructional leadership 
at the school and school district levels.  
In a study done by Reardon (2011), principals rated their own prac-
tice of learning-centered leadership behavior (the amalgamation 
of transformative and instructional leadership that stresses “rigor-
ous curriculum” and “performance accountability”).  As a result, 
“[s]alient, systemic responses to the implications drawn from the 
principals’ self-assessment of their learning-centered leadership 
provides the context in which the assessment of the principal’s 
leadership drives his or her professional development” (pg. 81).  
Like principals who target “next steps” for teachers, and like teach-
ers who target instruction for their students, district-level support 
must target, individualize, and personalize its professional learning 
with (and for) their building leaders, based upon self-assessment 
and endogenous/exogenous data.  Accordingly, as shown from the 
study, student outcomes will increase.

          Figure 3. Instructional Leadership Functions

 
   

High Expectations and Effective teaching, Learning, and Profes-
sional Development Missions are accomplished and visions are re-
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High Expectations and Effective teaching, Learning, and Professional Development 

Missions are accomplished and visions are realized when leadership, instruction, 

and professional development are aligned with schoolwide goals because 

instructional leadership and practice are the two most important factors in schools 

(Marzano, et al., 2005). Both have an impact on that crucial moment between a 

teacher and a student when learning takes place, which can be the determining 

factor for a child in meeting or exceeding standards (Bryk & Schneider, 2002).  

Effective teaching encompasses integrated systems of high standards, which are 

essential for student success. Numerous studies have demonstrated this link (e.g., 

Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2003; Venezia, et al., 2005) and have continued to 

validate and expand the initial work in this area by Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968). 

The National High School Alliance (2006) provides practical guidance in 

implementing integrated systems of high standards: 
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alized when leadership, instruction, and professional develop-
ment are aligned with schoolwide goals because instructional 
leadership and practice are the two most important factors in 
schools (Marzano, et al., 2005). Both have an impact on that 
crucial moment between a teacher and a student when learning 
takes place, which can be the determining factor for a child in 
meeting or exceeding standards (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). 
Effective teaching encompasses integrated systems of high 
standards, which are essential for student success. Numerous 
studies have demonstrated this link (e.g., Venezia, Kirst, & 
Antonio, 2003; Venezia, et al., 2005) and have continued to 
validate and expand the initial work in this area by Rosenthal 
and Jacobson (1968). The National High School Alliance 
(2006) provides practical guidance in implementing integrated 
systems of high standards:
• Establish clear and rigorous standards aligned with curricula      
   and entrance requirements for post-secondary education and     
  careers
• Develop and use multiple assessments, including perfor       
  mance-based measures (e.g., portfolios, public exhibitions,      
  capstone projects), that align with standards
• Plan intended outcomes and assessment strategies before      
   initiating a learning activity or project
• Build students’ capacity to critique their own work and learn  
   ing process
• Provide accelerated learning opportunities to help all students  
   meet or exceed standards
• Eliminate academic tracking.

Most of these strategies do not require purchasing materials 
or adopting a new reform model. Instead, these suggestions 
require that teachers believe in their students’ potential and 
provide thoughtful opportunities for students to learn and to 
demonstrate their understanding.
A culture of learning is characterized by students, teachers, and 
school leaders all being held to high standards, and it requires 
prioritizing student learning over all other matters. High 
expectations, curriculum aligned with assessments, accelera-
tion rather than remediation, quality classroom instruction, 
and job-embedded professional development are hallmarks of 
successful schools. 
Furthermore, much has been written about the development of 
professional learning communities and critical friends groups. 
When teachers are able to develop their skills and knowledge 
about effective pedagogy and practice in a non-threatening 
atmosphere, they build their capacity to focus on and address 
the needs of all the students in their classroom. Sufficient re-
sources should be allocated so that teachers have time to meet 
and discuss student learning, give and receive workshops that 
build their knowledge base, and receive support from either 
critical colleagues or coaches. Lastly, in successful schools 
and districts, teacher leaders are identified and developed to 

help guide the culture of learning. Resources can be allocated or 
redirected to support these capacity-building activities
. 
Data-Driven Decision Making
In addition to effectively deploying resources, staff in success-
ful schools establish and contribute to a professional culture that 
focuses on and supports student learning through data driven deci-
sion making (Togneri & Anderson, 2003; Fiske, Reed, & Sautter 
1991). Data are not limited to summative standardized assess-
ment results (Blythe & Gardner, 1990); rather, they encompass 
findings from formative assessments, student portfolios, guided 
school walkthroughs conducted by the principal, staff and parent 
surveys, and response to intervention, etc. These data are routinely 
collected and analyzed to ensure that priorities and resources are 
appropriately aligned with students’ needs. In summary, effective 
school leadership is inextricably linked to thoughtful allocation of 
resources and collective support for, and participation in, profes-
sional learning communities that base their priorities and instruc-
tional decisions on demonstrated areas of need.
Successful school districts and schools devote funds to train teach-
ers and administrators about using data to inform decisions about 
teaching, materials, and professional development.  What gets 
measured gets addressed—measurement of the conditions for edu-
cation in schools, whether as part of a performance management 
strategy or not, will tend to increase the attention that educators 
pay to the significance of these factors (Achieve, Inc., 2002; Roth-
man, Slattery, Vranek, & Resnick, 2002). Professional develop-
ment should provide teachers and administrators with strategies for 
using and analyzing data effectively. Data include student achieve-
ment indicators from summative and formative assessments, as 
well as other indicators of progress and success (Fiske, et al., 1991; 
Blythe & Gardner, 1990). Instruction and student supports must be 
responsive to the unique needs of student populations, including 
English language learners (ELLs), students in special education, 
and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. In addition, 
systems are developed to collect and analyze data from the state 
assessments and any benchmarking assessments that are used to 
inform the teaching process.
Often overlooked, value-added analyses of student progress can 
inform instruction by measuring individual student achievement 
gains to ensure growth opportunities for all students while predict-
ing students’ future academic success. Value added formulas focus 
resources on those characteristics of student learning that might 
require additional resources such as English language learners and 
special education students. Whereas current measures look at the 
performance of a group of students at an isolated point in time, 
“value added analysis focuses on the achievement gains of indi-
vidual students over time” (Drury & Doran, 2003, p. 1). Further, 
the implementation of value-added analyses helps align a school’s 
professional development efforts to areas of greatest need by al-
lowing district and school leaders to use data to make informed 
decisions about curriculum, instruction, and other student sup-
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ports. In addition, educators can make data-driven decisions 
about how to allocate district and school resources to areas of 
greatest need to have the maximum impact on student learn-
ing. Districts and schools should consider devoting resources 
to a value-added analysis of student data because this approach 
will assist educators in ensuring continual progress over time 
(Drury & Doran, 2003; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).

Policy and Resources
Effective Policy Has a Key Role in Student Success 
“An important reason that school finance systems generally 
have done a poor job in financing an adequate education is 
that, in most cases, the formulas that allocate state funds to lo-
cal school districts fail to recognize that the amount of money 
needed to provide students with an adequate education is not 
the same in each school district” (Reschovsky & Imazeki, 
2000, p. 2). Some experts (i.e., Ouchi & Segal, 2003) maintain 
that a Weighted Student Formula, based on the needs of indi-
vidual students, would be a more effective and fair way of al-
locating resources to districts and schools. Others believe that 
decision making about school resources and programs should 
be made at the district level, where the district can identify pro-
grams and target and match available resources to those goals. 
Whichever formula or method is used to distribute resources, 
it should increase the school’s capacity for raising student 
achievement and maintaining that progress. 

Money Does Matter 
In addition to providing fiscal and moral support for instruc-
tional leadership capacity building, schools and districts need 
to examine current resource allocations to make decisions 
about what is necessary to get the school moving toward suc-
cess for all students. 
Ouchi and Segal (2003) stress the importance of provid-
ing a thorough education for each individual child through a 
Weighted Student Formula that can potentially provide the 
most needy schools and students with the targeted resources 
that they require for success.  Although this individualized, 
student-centered method has had promising results in some 
districts, another approach that was successfully used in New 
York City’s Community School 2 (NYC’s CSD 2) and else-
where was a routine assessment of funding impact followed by 
efficient reallocation of resources to where they were needed. 
This approach significantly elevated reading scores in NYC’s 
CSD 2 over a relatively short time (Resnick, Alvarado, & 
Elmore, 1996). 

Both approaches do not require additional funds, rather, they 
require the courage and resolve to make bold decisions based 
on the needs of students, not the opinions of adults who may 
seek to maintain the status quo.
Although funding and resource allocation are important, we all 
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know that simply throwing money at the issue of increasing 
achievement levels for all students is not the solution. Bringing 
a school’s mission and vision to fulfillment requires examining 
the tenets of successful schools and districts and using those 
best practices to create a model in the context of a local school 
or school district that fits those unique needs. Some schools 
and districts not only have examined the possible reallocation 
of state and local funds but also have taken the opportunity 
to change the way they use Title I and IDEA money to better 
meet the needs of eligible and potentially eligible students. 
The answer may be adding more resources or simply redirect-
ing those resources along with using some leadership and 
management practices that have proven to make a difference 
in raising student achievement and closing the achievement gap.

Effective Deployment of Resources
Effective school principals recognize that shared accountabil-
ity requires shared resources. To truly hold everyone account-
able for student success, district and school administrators, 
teachers, and support staff must have the resources necessary 
to fulfill their roles. In many successful schools, resources 
are allocated on the basis of the particular needs of individual 
students. All instructional personnel—including special educa-
tion, English language learner, and general education teach-
ers—must have the materials and support required to teach 
effectively and meet students’ needs.  Also, strong leaders hold 
schools and responsibility centers accountable through various 
processes such as budget projections and program evaluations.
As an example, Elfers and Stritkus (2014) studied the “ways 
in which school and district leaders create systems of support 
for classroom teachers who work with linguistically diverse 
students” (pg. 305).  The study lucidly illustrates the collab-
orative effort between school and district leaders in mobilizing 
resources to support English Language Learners.  Leaders 
tapped into both human and financial capital resources:  prin-
cipals hired and utilized bilingual teachers to aid in curriculum 
modifications; leaders tapped into the community to help fund 
EL coaches; and, district administrators allocated monies for 
bilingual teachers to provide professional development to gen-
eral education teachers to support the ELLs in their respective classes.  

Prevention, Not Intervention
Safe and positive school climates are fostered by responsive 
school structures, including prevention and intervention pro-
grams for students, particularly at-risk students and students 
with disabilities. Heckman (2000) conducted a cost benefit 
analysis to determine which types of investment (e.g., job 
training programs, tax reform, higher education subsidies, and 
early intervention programs) had the most benefit and sav-
ings to society. Based on his analysis, he concluded that “the 
returns to human capital investments are greatest for the young 
for two reasons: (1) younger persons have a longer horizon 
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over which to recoup the fruits of their investments; and (2) 
skill begets skill” (p. 3). Heckman demonstrated that a focus 
on prevention, or early intervention, programs garners greater 
benefit than do later implemented intervention programs. 
These findings have been validated in numerous other stud-
ies, especially in the areas of early education (Barnett, 1993), 
preschool (Schweinhart, 2004), mental health (Keenan & Wak-
schlag, 2000), juvenile justice (Welsh, 2001), alcohol and drug 
abuse (Wisconsin Clearinghouse for Prevention Resources, 
2002), and special education. Therefore, an emphasis should 
be placed on implementing high-quality prevention programs, 
although this should not preclude implementing targeted inter-
vention programs.

SCHOOL AND THE COMMUNITY

School Community, Climate, and Connectedness
When students feel connected and valued in their schools and 
community they succeed.  Successful schools recognize that a 
safe and orderly school environment is necessary for the estab-
lishment of a learning culture.  They also attend to the varying 
and specific needs of the elementary, intermediate, and high 
school levels, which can widely vary depending on the intel-
lectual, social, and psychological maturity of the age group. 
In addition, successful schools recognize the need for articu-
lation and communication within and across grades, school 
levels (i.e., eighth-grade teachers should meet with ninth-
grade teachers at the high school), and departments, including 
special education, English language learners, and Title I. They 
acknowledge that mechanisms for ensuring smooth school 
transitions ought to be in place and sufficient resources should 
be allocated for articulation events for teachers, ancillary staff, 
parents, and students.
A safe and orderly school environment creates the foundation 
for student engagement in learning activities. The most com-
petent teachers are those who unite challenging content and 
effective pedagogy to create a dynamic, engaging learning ex-
perience for their students. “In general, students need work that 
develops their sense of competency, allows them to develop 
connections with others, gives them some degree of autonomy, 
and provides opportunities for originality and self-expression” 
(Brewster & Fager, 2000). Innovations for strengthening 
student engagement and ultimately raising achievement require 
the support of school and district administrators, because 
strong teachers need supportive leadership to be successful. 
Effective and targeted professional development for teachers 
and school leaders gives educators a better understanding of 
the strategies that motivate students to learn.
Enhancing students’ connection to school, strengthening their 
commitment to achieve, and developing their social, emotion-
al, and civic competencies improve academic performance and 
personal growth (Marks, 2000). Furthermore, students with 
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high career aspirations—which can be nurtured through career 
development programs—are more likely to be engaged in school 
(Kenny, et al., 2006). Many students experience individual-level 
barriers to learning (such as social, economic, or health chal-
lenges), and the provision of high-quality instruction alone will not 
improve these children’s performance. We know that students who 
attend safe and nurturing schools are more likely to be academi-
cally engaged and are less likely to exhibit problem behaviors such 
as drug use or violence. Students are less likely to drop out of safe 
schools (Rothstein, 2004). 

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) and Enduring Learning
Success develops in districts where the leadership is committed to 
creating and sustaining an atmosphere that supports student and 
adult learning. In fostering data-driven decision making, a profes-
sional learning community builds the instructional leadership ca-
pacity of teachers and administrators. Dynamic school leadership 
is the most fundamental component of school success, because it 
has a direct impact on the quality of curriculum, instruction, learn-
ing environment, achievement, parent and community engage-
ment, and professional development. Effective school leaders work 
to focus daily teaching practice and discussion solely on student 
learning and attainment of state standards. Positive change devel-
ops organically out of strong leadership and shared responsibility 
for student success that focuses on the instructional core; therefore, 
resources should be allocated for instructional leadership development 
and support at the district and school levels, such as one-to-one men-
toring, teacher leader teams, and peer-to-peer networking activities.
Clearly, establishing professional learning communities and devel-
oping the capacity to effectively collect, analyze, and use data are 
neither simple nor quick solutions for troubled schools.  Fullan and 
Hargreaves (2012) state, “[t]he current PLC movement should be 
reconsidered and reconfigured in terms of how well it can become 
grounded not in implementing outsiders’ agendas but in promoting 
professional capital and all of its three components—decisional, 
human, and social.”  Thus, PLCs should focus on the growth of all 
stakeholders within the school to not only assess data and school 
performance, but to also bring genuine issues and inquiries to the 
forefront (Heiftez and Linksy, 2017).  Careful planning and imple-
mentation of these elements require a great deal of patience in the 
face of urgency, and progress can easily stagnate—or worse, be 
reversed—in schools and districts with high administrator turnover 
and other frequent changes. 

In successful districts, schools make a collective commitment to 
improving schools, because external factors, such as standards and 
assessments, may not be enough to create the powerful atmosphere 
that is needed to move schools forward to meet the demands of 
a state accountability system. The education of our youth is best 
addressed in the context of the learning environment that supports 
the adults who lead the efforts of school reform and accountability.
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Parent, Community, and Business Partnerships 
The engagement of parents, business leaders, and other com-
munity members can contribute to a positive school climate, 
as well as provide material and human resources that may 
be lacking. Research indicates that the degree and nature of 
parent involvement influence students’ academic success, 
including at the middle and high school levels where parent 
involvement often tapers (Catsambis, 2002). When families 
are more involved in their children’s education, children earn 
better grades, attend school more regularly, complete more 
homework, demonstrate more positive attitudes and behaviors, 
graduate from high school at higher rates, and are more likely 
to enroll in higher education than students with less-involved 
families. These benefits of family involvement apply across all 
income and demographic groups and from preschool through 
high school. 
Schools and districts may formulate plans for involving par-
ents after determining the challenges to parent engagement in 
their particular settings. In communities where parents work 
multiple jobs, providing resources for helping children with 
homework at home may be valuable for those parents who 
cannot attend scheduled events. Similarly, “parent involvement 
programs for rural communities work best when they respond 
to particular features of the communities they serve” (Maynard 
& Howley, 1997, p. 1). The programs often provide opportuni-
ties for parents to model life management strategies for their 
children, and they draw connections between school and the 
workplace.

In addition to well-planned and implemented parent engagement 
programs, community and business partnerships can be especially 
fruitful in rural areas (Warden, 1986). Because rural schools can-
not always offer students a variety of course options or a range 
of extracurricular activities, partnerships with local business and 
community organizations are an excellent opportunity for students 
to explore new challenges and engage in project-based learning.

Conclusion
Effective schools build capacity, develop relationships around ef-
fective learning, and monitor progress toward meeting standards. 
Research on best practices indicates that the most successful 
school reform strategies are those that emerge through a process 
involving the entire school community, where various stakehold-
ers come together to design a strategy that meets the unique 
situational needs of the district. Moreover, the success or failure 
of any whole-system reform strategy depends on the strength of 
its implementation, that is, whether it creates tangible and long-
lasting improvements throughout the school, the school system, 
or both. The past decades have taught us that reform happens at 
the school level, but district supports must be in place to provide 
and steer resources, professional development, and support and 
encouragement (a top down/bottom up approach). Policymakers, 
state education agencies, and district administrators need to set 
criteria, provide support, and allow schools to meet expectations in 
self-determined ways because educators closest to students know 
what students need. At the same time, districts need to be ready to 
intervene in failing schools when necessary.
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“The only thing worse than being blind is having sight but no vision”
           Helen Keller
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ABSTRACT

PERCEPTION OF TEACHERS IN HIGH AND LOW 
PERFORMING SCHOOLS ABOUT THE NEW YORK 
CITY ADVANCE EVALUATION SYSTEM
 
The purpose of this study was to examine teacher percep-
tion of the Advance Evaluation System and the difference 
between teachers in high performing and low performing 
schools. The essential core belief used to conduct this 
research is the notion that teacher effectiveness is a key 
factor in improving student outcomes.  
The most essential conclusion of this study is that the 
practices of school leaders following an observation are 
important in relation to building teacher efficacy, increas-
ing collaboration, and seeing the value in the feedback 
process. This study found that teachers in high perform-
ing schools demonstrated positive perception regarding 
the Advance evaluation system by agreeing or strongly 
agreeing with the survey statements more so than their 
counterpart-teachers in low performing schools.  Teachers 
in high performing schools perceived that Advance has 
value in shifting teacher effectiveness through the process 
of collaboration, observation and feedback, and profes-
sional development opportunities, while their counterpart 
teachers in low performing schools disagreed or strongly 
disagreed. The most essential conclusion of this study is 
that the practices of a school leaders following an ob-
servation are important in relation to building teacher 
efficacy, increasing collaboration, and seeing the value in 
the feedback process.
Introduction 
 For years, researchers have investigated contrib-
uting factors that impact student achievement. Some have 
placed attention on one contributing factor, which is the 
quality of teaching or teacher effectiveness. Teacher qual-
ity is a factor that correlates heavily to student learning 
and success (Darling-Hammond, 1999; Odden, 2004). 
 During President Barack Obama’s term, the 
administration began educational reforms to address the 
achievement gap, which resulted in focusing on teacher 
effectiveness as the major point of reform.  Many scholars 
have defined and described teacher effectiveness differ-
ently. It is a term that continues to evolve and increase in 
intensity over the years. According to Danielson (1996), 
effective teaching is what teachers do, how well they do it 
and how they accomplish the results. For other research-

ers like Stronge, Tucker, & Hindman (2004), effective teach-
ing is a continual learning process, and as changes arise in 
each new school year, the effective teacher must adapt to the 
changes. 
Statement of the Problem 
 Over the last decade, the accountability notion in 
public education has shifted to the school level. System 
leaders are responsible for ensuring that growth and progress 
are evident in summative assessment results. In addition 
to student accountability, system leaders must abide by the 
new State Law (3012-c) and conduct a specific number of 
observations and feedback cycles for teachers. This new 
law focuses on tracking teacher performance to ensure that 
teachers are reflective of their practice and that they apply 
feedback recommendations to enhance their practice. 
This study will examine the implementation of Advance in 
New York City across two districts. The study will investi-
gate the perceptions of teachers about the Advance Evalu-
ation system and the impact it has on teacher effectiveness.  
New York City adopted the Charlotte Danielson Framework 
as part of the Advance Evaluation System. The Danielson 
Framework is a tool Charlotte Danielson developed to help 
teachers increase their effectiveness through rigorous and 
reflective practice that fosters teacher development through 
meaningful feedback aligned to tailored professional learn-
ing opportunities. Danielson designed and developed the 
framework as a professional development tool meant to 
support student achievement and professional best practice 
through the domains of planning and preparation, instruction 
and professional development (Danielson, 2011). 
Researchers have found teacher quality to be highly corre-
lated with student learning and success (Darling-Hammond; 
1999, Kimball et al., 2004; Odden et al., 2004). Hence, an 
exploration on how system leaders use the feedback process 
to evaluate teacher effectiveness and the extent to which the 
evaluation feedback aligned to professional development 
opportunities to improve teacher effectiveness and student 
outcomes is vital.

Research Questions and Hypothesis
The five research questions, hypotheses and null hypothesis 
for this study are as follows:
1. Is there any difference in perception between teachers 
in high performing and low-performing schools regarding 
the use of the Danielson Framework as part of the Advance 
Evaluation System?
H1: There is a significant difference in perception between 
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teachers in high performing and low performing schools 
regarding the use of the Danielson Framework as part of 
the Advance Evaluation System.
H0: There is no difference in perception between teach-
ers in high performing and low performing schools 
regarding the use of the Danielson Framework as part of 
the Advance Evaluation System. 
2. Is there any difference in perception between teachers 
in high performing and low-performing schools regard-
ing the extent to which the Advance Evaluation System 
impacts collaboration between building leaders and other 
teachers?
H1: There is a significant difference in perception 
between teachers in high- performing and low perform-
ing schools regarding the extent to which the Advance 
Evaluation System impacts collaboration between build-
ing leaders and other teachers.
H0: There is no difference in perception between teach-
ers in high performing and low performing schools 
regarding the extent to which the Advance Evaluation 
System impacts collaboration between building leaders 
and other teachers.
3. Is there any difference in perception between teachers 
in high performing and low-performing schools regard-
ing the extent to which building leaders provide clear 
next steps aligned to professional development opportu-
nities that can improve teacher effectiveness? 
H1: There is a significant difference in perception be-
tween teachers in high performing and low performing 
schools regarding the extent to which building leaders 
provide clear next steps aligned to professional develop-
ment opportunities that can improve teacher effective-
ness.
H0: There is no difference in perception between teach-
ers in high performing and low performing schools 
regarding the extent to which building leaders provide 
clear next steps aligned to professional development op-
portunities that can improve teacher effectiveness.
4. Is there any difference in perception between teach-
ers in high performing and low-performing schools 
regarding how the use of the Danielson framework helps 
change and improve on classroom practices?
H1: There is a significant difference in perception be-
tween teachers in high performing and low performing 
schools regarding how the use of the Danielson Frame-
work helps change and improve on classroom practices.
H0: There is no difference in perception between teach-
ers in high performing and low performing schools 
regarding how the use of the Danielson Framework helps 
change and improve on classroom practices
5. Is there any difference in perception between teachers 
in high performing and low-performing schools concern-

ing the building leaders’ use of teacher evaluation and the 
feedback process? 
H1: There is a significant difference in perception between 
teachers in high performing and low performing schools 
concerning the building leaders’ use of teacher evaluation 
and feedback process.  
H0: There is no difference in perception between teachers 
in high performing and low performing schools concerning 
the building leaders’ use of teacher evaluation and feedback 
process. 

Research Design
The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate 
teacher perception as it relates to the Advance Evaluation 
System in New York City public elementary schools.  Ac-
cording to Creswell (1994), quantitative research is a type of 
research that involves “explaining phenomena by collecting 
numerical data that are analyzed using mathematically based 
methods.  The study entails using a quantitative approach 
to collect information (quantities) about teacher perception 
as it relates to the Advance Evaluation System. The concept 
behind survey research allowed for a survey design that 
measured characteristics of the population (teacher percep-
tion) with statistical precision. Cohen (1980) discussed the 
empirical evaluation process, which allows one to determine 
the degree to which a specific policy (Advance Rating Sys-
tem) fulfills or does not fulfill a particular standard or norm 
based on teacher perception.  

Data Analysis
 The study entailed using inferential statistics, specifically 
Levene’s test was used to assess the equality of variances for 
a variable calculated for two or more groups (Gastwirth, Gel 
& Mia, 2009).  This type of statistical analysis helped the 
researcher determine how one variable compares to another. 
The study involved comparing the difference in teacher 
perception between teachers in high performing and low 
performing schools.              
    For this study, the researcher used a T-test for each 
research question to compare the mean scores of the two 
groups of teachers (high performing and low performing 
schools). The T-test allowed the researcher to determine if 
the groups have significantly different means. The researcher 
also ran descriptive statistics to analyze the participants’ 
background information using SPSS version 24.  Results of 
the T-tests were chosen based on the equality of variance 
according to the Levene’s test. For a significant Levene’s 
test score, the equality of variance assumption is violated 
because the null hypothesis of the Levene’s test states that 
the variances for the groups are equal.  Failure to reject the 
null hypothesis is the desired result.  If the equality of vari-
ance assumption is violated, adjustments were made to ac-
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count for the unequal variances.  The results of the t test 
are presented by survey question grouped within each 
research questions.
To examine the normality of the questions in the survey, 
the descriptive statistics were used, specifically the skew-
ness statistics were evaluated for each question.  A skew-
ness score of between -1 and +1 is considered normal 
distribution, and therefore, a t test can be run accordingly. 
If a skewness statistic is outside of the -1 to 1 range, 
adjustments would need to be made.

Sample and Sampling Procedures
For this study, two New York City districts were selected. 
The sampling for this study included a sampling crite-
rion based on New York State and New York City data. 
The sampling criteria included identifying districts with 
high percentages of Title 1 eligibility (high poverty-70% 
or higher) and districts with an average to low percent-
age of Title 1 eligibility (low poverty- 50% or below). 
The criteria included looking at demographics across 
two districts and four schools with high percentages of 
minorities (50% or higher). The rationale for this process 
was to measure perception across four schools that have 
common demographics that allowed the researcher to 
examine teacher perception without prejudice. In addi-
tion to the similar demographics, the study aimed to find 
schools across the two districts that showed a difference 
in proficiency according to the New York State data.
  The study included a population of 100 teachers 
across the four elementary schools K-5 that met the eligi-
bility criteria for this study. Teacher eligibility is defined 
as follows: Teachers must be categorized as eligible in the 
New York City Teacher Evaluation System and active in 
the Advance Evaluation System.  Teachers who fell under 
the prior evaluation rating system of Satisfactory or Un-
satisfactory were not eligible to participate in this study.  

Instrumentation
The data collection instrumentation for this study was a 
survey containing twenty statements of teacher percep-
tions of the evaluation process known as the Advance 
Evaluation System. The instrument is an online survey 
designed with twenty statements aligned to specific 
research questions.  The survey entailed using the Likert 
Scale. The Likert Scale required participants to decide 
on their level of agreement, on a four-point scale with re-
sponses ranging from strongly agree, agree, disagree and 
strongly disagree.   Robson (1993) suggested that Likert 
Scales can look interesting to participants and people 
often enjoy completing a scale of this kind. 

Limitations
Miles Bryant (2004) stated that “Limitations are those 

restrictions created by your methodology” (Bryant, 2004, p. 
58). This study has limitations because it included a small 
sample of participants (100 teachers) across four schools and 
only two districts.  Of the sample of 100, 47 teachers partici-
pated. Although, this response rate of 47% is adequate, the 
size of the sample is small.   The information gathered from 
the data might not generalize or represent perception as it 
pertains to other teachers across other schools in NYC. Ad-
ditionally, the researcher informed participants of maintain-
ing confidentiality; however, due to the sensitive nature of 
the survey, participants may be unwilling to be transparent 
relating to their level of satisfaction of the evaluation system 
and leader practice. Finally, the researcher’s role as a NYC 
principal might have influenced participants to answer favor-
ably in some of the responses. 
        
Literature Review: Purpose of Teacher Evaluation & Feedback 
Danielson & McGreal (2000) underline that there are spe-
cific purposes for teacher evaluation. One is for summative 
purposes, directly linked to accountability, and the other 
formative, aligned to the enhancement of teacher practice. 
School leaders need to understand the purpose of each 
and establish a procedure that will allow them to meet the 
demands of the State Law but also truly promote and foster 
teacher development.  Currently, Danielson’s (2013) model 
for teacher evaluation focused on learning strategies that 
impact student outcomes. According to Danielson (2013), 
school leaders must center the framework for teaching on 
teacher growth in order to ensure that professional conversa-
tions lead the way to the growth of individual teachers. 
The purpose of feedback is to support teachers in develop-
ing their craft, so their practice is effective and can drive 
higher student outcomes. However, feedback is not always 
easy to construct. According to Danielson (2016), feedback 
will have a greater impact when there is trust between the 
person providing the feedback and the person receiving the 
feedback. Based on the Danielson Framework, school lead-
ers must apply feedback that is grounded in evidence of the 
teaching and learning. The feedback process must include a 
collaborative conversation between the feedback giver and 
the teacher. The process should include making real connec-
tions about the evidence linked to the teaching and what ef-
fective practices would look like in the particular classroom 
(e.g., the Danielson Framework for Teaching).  
In addition to timely feedback, feedback should be targeted 
and focused on the most important aspects of the pedagogi-
cal needs. In doing this school leaders and teachers can focus 
on specific targeted areas and align action steps that can rem-
edy the error in practice and need.  The idea is to ensure that 
the targeted actionable steps are aligned to where the teacher 
needs to grow and that it is clearly aligned to professional 
learning that can shift the practice. (Wiggins, 2012).
The feedback process should be collaborative so that the 
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teacher can benefit from truly engaging in analyzing 
low inference data and making those connections to the 
practice and attributes within the Danielson Framework.  
When the feedback is collaborative it will allow for the 
teacher to engage in her own learning and build some 
capacity for independent reflection that can help shift 
practice throughout time (Danielson, 2016).
Young et al. (2015) examined what the principals’ beliefs 
were about the newly adopted teacher evaluation sys-
tem. The findings suggested that principals’ beliefs about 
aligning observation cycles with feedback are the most 
important aspect of the evaluation system.  
Tuytens & Devos (2009) conducted a qualitative study 
to particularly investigate the impact of feedback and to 
what extent the feedback impacts teacher perception of 
the evaluation process. In addition, they reviewed litera-
ture examining critical accounts regarding the effective-
ness of the feedback in teacher evaluation. According 
to Tuytens & Devos (2009), teachers improve teaching 
performance if they have a positive perception of their 
evaluation experience. Additionally, teachers need to 
understand and be aware of the benefits derived from an 
evaluation system, and how they can use the data to im-
prove their practice. Tuytens & Devos (2009) discussed 
findings in their study that relate to how to use teacher 
evaluation to impact school improvement.  
 In more recent studies, researchers like Drago-Severson 
and Blum-DeStefano believe that honest discourse is 
critical in the evaluation process. School leaders must be 
“willing to expose their challenges, mistakes, and ques-
tions-as well as their hopes, strengths, and successes-and 
be comfortable discussing all of these with their col-
leagues” (Drago-Seversion and Blum-DeStefano, 2016, 
p.23). Danielson (2016), argues that for this to happen 
there must be trust and the belief that there is a commit-
ment to working together in an effort to improve practice.
Geo, Biggers, & Croft (2012) emphasized the importance 
behind the role of a principal. School leaders must devote 
time to the complex and comprehensive teacher evalu-
ation process. Although school leaders have a complex 
role, educators must place priority in the process of 
effectively utilizing an evaluation system. Geo, Biggers, 
& Croft (2012), state, “the role of instructional leaders 
comes with certain requirements, including gaining a 
thorough knowledge of the professional needs of teach-
ers” (Geo, Biggers, & Croft, 2012, p. 13). They aligned 
the notion to the component of ensuring that leaders are 
trained individuals able to evaluate and provide feedback. 
Danielson noted the importance of “focused and timely 
feedback” (Danielson, 2007, p.22). According to Geo, 
Biggers, & Croft (2012), when educators include feed-

back in the evaluation process, there is the impact on teacher 
practice.    

Results
Research question one resulted in some difference in relation 
to teacher practice and teacher understanding of the Daniel-
son Framework Table 7). The research question was exam-
ined through four survey items and only two survey items 
showed a significant difference between the two groups. 
Research question two resulted in a significant difference be-
tween the two groups. All of the variables for research ques-
tion two showed significant differences (Table 8) between 
teachers in high performing and low performing schools.  
This question focused on the impact of collaboration be-
tween building leaders and other teachers.  Teachers in high 
performing schools clearly believe that the Advance Evalua-
tion impacts collaboration, while teachers in low performing 
schools perceive differently.  Research question three re-
sulted in a significant difference since the t test results were 
all significant for the survey items pertaining to this research 
question (Table 9).  This question focused on the extent to 
which the building leaders provide clear next steps aligned 
to professional development opportunities that can improve 
teacher effectiveness.    Research question four resulted in 
a significant difference since t-tests were all significant for 
the survey items pertaining to this question (Table 10).  This 
question focused on how the Danielson Framework helps 
teachers change and improve classroom practices.  Research 
question five did not result in any significant difference 
between the two groups. All of the t-test results showed non-
significance (Table 11) between the high performing and 
low performing schools.    To conclude, three out of the five 
questions resulted in a significant difference between teach-
ers in high performing and low performing schools (research 
question two, three, and four), one research question showed 
some significant difference (2 out of the four survey items/
research question one), while one research question showed 
no significant difference (research question five). 
 It is important to state that although two out of the five 
research questions did not result in significant differences, 
there was always a difference in mean between the teachers 
in high performing schools and teachers in low performing 
schools; teachers in high performing schools agreed more 
throughout the survey items than teachers in low performing 
schools.

Conclusions
The purpose of this research was to determine teacher per-
ception as it relates to the evaluation system, and the differ-
ence if any between teachers in high performing schools and 
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difference (2 out of the four survey items/research question one), while one research question 

showed no significant difference (research question five).

 It is important to state that although two out of the five research questions did not result 

in significant differences, there was always a difference in mean between the teachers in high 

performing schools and teachers in low performing schools; teachers in high performing schools 

agreed more throughout the survey items than teachers in low performing schools. 

Table 7 

Summary of independent samples t results for research question one

 Survey Item # 

  Equal 
variances 

Levene's Test t-test for Equality of Means 

Sig. t df Sig.
Mean 
Diff

95% CI Diff 
Lower Upper

1. The Danielson Framework has helped me 
understand my practice. 

Assumed .632 -2.29 45 .026 -.59 -1.12 -.07

2. Using the Danielson Framework has helped me 
shift practice to increase effectiveness as measured 
on the Advance Evaluation System. 

Assumed .880 -2.23 45 .031 -.53 -1.02 -.05

3. The Danielson Framework is used by my school 
leaders to provide meaningful feedback. 

Assumed .126 -1.79 45 .079 -.55 -1.18 .06

4. The Danielson Framework is a tool that has 
helped me identify my professional learning goals. 

Assumed .262 -1.13 45 .261 -.31 -.88 .24

Table 8 
Summary of independent samples t results for research question two

  Equal       
variances 

Levene's Test  t-test for Equality of Means 

Sig. t df Sig.
Mean 
Diff

95% CI Diff 
Lower Upper

5.  The feedback process 
provides opportunities for 
collaboration in my school 
between building leaders and 
teachers. 

Assumed .151 -2.11 45 .040 -.60 -1.18 -.02 

6.  I have been involved in 
collaboration with other 
teachers as a result of the 
evaluation process. 

Assumed .195 -2.43 45 .019 -.69 -1.27 -.11 

7.  There has been an 
increased amount of 
collaboration in my school 
between building leaders and 
teachers due to the evaluation 
system. 

Assumed .121 -3.26 45 .002 -.92 -1.49 -.35 

Table 9 

Summary of independent samples t results for research question three 

  Equal       
variances 

Levene's Test  t-test for Equality of Means 

Sig. t df Sig.
Mean 

Diff
95% CI Diff 

Lower Upper
12. School leaders provide 
clear feedback after an 
observation with next steps 
that help me improve my 
practice. 

 Assumed .731 -2.47 45 .017 -.63 -1.14 -.11 

13. Building leaders 
effectively link the evaluation 
outcomes to tailored 
professional development in 
the building. 

Assumed .083 -2.41 45 .020 -.65 -1.20 -.10 

14. The professional 
development offered in my 
school over the last 2 years has 
had some type of positive 
impact on my practice. 

Assumed .309 -3.17 45 .003 -.82 -1.35 -.30 

15. Professional development 
opportunities are aligned to 
my individual needs in 
specific components. 

Not
assumed -2.90 34.795 .006 -.79 -1.34 -.23 

Table 10 

Summary of independent samples t results for research question four 

  Equal       
variances 

Levene's Test  t-test for Equality of Means 

Sig. t df Sig.
Mean 

Diff
95% CI Diff 

Lower Upper
16. The Danielson Framework 
helps me better understand 
observation data and feedback 
that is aligned to attributes of 
specific components. 

Assumed .682 -2.13 45 .038 -.55 -1.08 -.03 

17. The Danielson Framework 
helps me focus on specific 
components and attributes that 
can help me    improve my 
classroom practice. 

Assumed .680 -2.48 45 .017 -.61 -1.11 -.11 

18. Using the Danielson 
Framework has helped me 
design coherent instruction 
that engages students. 

Assumed  

.450 -2.74 45 .009 -.66 -1.15 -.17 

19. The Danielson Framework 
is used effectively in the 
Advance Evaluation System to 
impact teacher effectiveness. 

Assumed 

.274 -2.78 45 .008 -.70 -1.21 -.19 

20. The Danielson Framework 
is used to differentiate learning 
so that my classroom practice 
improves.

Assumed 

.952 -3.07 45 .004 -.78 -1.30 -.27 
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Table 9 

Summary of independent samples t results for research question three 

  Equal       
variances 

Levene's Test  t-test for Equality of Means 

Sig. t df Sig.
Mean 

Diff
95% CI Diff 

Lower Upper
12. School leaders provide 
clear feedback after an 
observation with next steps 
that help me improve my 
practice. 

 Assumed .731 -2.47 45 .017 -.63 -1.14 -.11 

13. Building leaders 
effectively link the evaluation 
outcomes to tailored 
professional development in 
the building. 

Assumed .083 -2.41 45 .020 -.65 -1.20 -.10 

14. The professional 
development offered in my 
school over the last 2 years has 
had some type of positive 
impact on my practice. 

Assumed .309 -3.17 45 .003 -.82 -1.35 -.30 

15. Professional development 
opportunities are aligned to 
my individual needs in 
specific components. 

Not
assumed -2.90 34.795 .006 -.79 -1.34 -.23 

Table 10 

Summary of independent samples t results for research question four 

  Equal       
variances 

Levene's Test  t-test for Equality of Means 

Sig. t df Sig.
Mean 

Diff
95% CI Diff 

Lower Upper
16. The Danielson Framework 
helps me better understand 
observation data and feedback 
that is aligned to attributes of 
specific components. 

Assumed .682 -2.13 45 .038 -.55 -1.08 -.03 

17. The Danielson Framework 
helps me focus on specific 
components and attributes that 
can help me    improve my 
classroom practice. 

Assumed .680 -2.48 45 .017 -.61 -1.11 -.11 

18. Using the Danielson 
Framework has helped me 
design coherent instruction 
that engages students. 

Assumed  

.450 -2.74 45 .009 -.66 -1.15 -.17 

19. The Danielson Framework 
is used effectively in the 
Advance Evaluation System to 
impact teacher effectiveness. 

Assumed 

.274 -2.78 45 .008 -.70 -1.21 -.19 

20. The Danielson Framework 
is used to differentiate learning 
so that my classroom practice 
improves.

Assumed 

.952 -3.07 45 .004 -.78 -1.30 -.27 

Table 11 

Summary of independent samples t results for research question five 

  Equal       
variances 

Levene's Test  t-test for Equality of Means 

Sig. t df Sig.
Mean 

Diff

95% CI Diff 
Lower Upper

8. My building leaders ask 
teachers for input when 
creating professional learning 
opportunities.

Not
assumed 

-1.89 33.298 .066 -.60 -1.25 .04

        

9. Building leaders use the 
Advance Evaluation system as 
a vehicle to engage in 
professional conversations that 
can impact my practice. 

Assumed 
.078 -1.58 45 .121 -.47 -1.07 .12

10. School leaders use the 
observation cycle to 
strategically provide learning 
opportunities that can improve 
my classroom practice. 

Not
assumed -1.72 31.182 .094 -.56 -1.22 .10

11. The school leaders 
evaluate me using low 
inference data aligned to the 
attributes of the Danielson 
Framework and align the 
feedback to the attributes. 

Assumed 

.892 -1.12 45 .268 -.30 -.86 .24

Conclusions

The purpose of this research was to determine teacher perception as it relates to the 

evaluation system, and the difference if any between teachers in high performing schools and 

low performing schools.  There are two conclusions for research questions one, one conclusion 

for research question two, one conclusion for research question three, one conclusion for 

research question four and one conclusion for research question five.

Research question one conclusions. The first conclusion is that the perception of 

teachers in the high-performance schools about their ability to understand their practice and how 

to apply their knowledge of the Danielson Framework to shift practice is significantly higher 

than the teachers in the low performance schools.  The second conclusion is that both the 

teachers in the high and low performance schools did not perceive that the school leader used the 
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low performing schools.  There are two conclusions for 
research questions one, one conclusion for research ques-
tion two, one conclusion for research question three, one 
conclusion for research question four and one conclusion 
for research question five. 
Research question one conclusions. The first conclusion 
is that the perception of teachers in the high-performance 
schools about their ability to understand their practice 
and how to apply their knowledge of the Danielson 
Framework to shift practice is significantly higher than 
the teachers in the low performance schools.  The second 
conclusion is that both the teachers in the high and low 
performance schools did not perceive that the school 
leader used the Danielson Framework to provide meaning-
ful feedback or use it to identify professional learning goals.
In looking at conclusion one for research question 
one, the data indicated that teachers in high perform-
ing schools have a higher perception of their ability to 
understand their practice and apply their knowledge of 
the Danielson Framework. This can be attributed to the 
research about teacher efficacy.  According to Maehr 
& Pintrich (1997), efficacy beliefs can increase teacher 
motivation.  Teacher efficacy as noted by research can 
impact teacher perception and high efficacy can result in 
teachers having the confidence to take risks and become 
reflective about their own practice. 
The second conclusion for research question one is that 
both groups did not perceive that school leaders use the 
Danielson Framework to provide meaningful feedback. 
This conclusion can be aligned to current research that 
focused on the importance of knowing how to accu-
rately provide feedback as an observer (Archer et. al. 
2016). Based on recent research, feedback must contain 
a number of characteristics that make it impactful. Such 
characteristics include, trust, evidence, timely feedback, 
focused and targeted feedback, and collaboration (Bege-
man, Hertzog, Roberts, 2017).
The purpose of feedback is to support teachers in devel-
oping their craft, so their practice is effective and can 
drive higher student outcomes. However, feedback is 
not always easy to construct. According to Danielson 
(2016), feedback will have a greater impact when there is 
trust between the person providing the feedback and the 
person receiving the feedback. Based on the Danielson 
Framework, school leaders must apply feedback that is 
grounded in evidence of the teaching and learning. The 
feedback process must include a collaborative conversa-
tion between the feedback giver and the teacher. The 
process should include making real connections about the 
evidence linked to the teaching and what effective prac-
tices would look like in the particular classroom (e.g., the 
Danielson Framework for Teaching).

The feedback process should be collaborative so that the 
teacher can benefit from truly engaging in analyzing low 
inference data and making those connections to the prac-
tice and attributes within the Danielson Framework.  When 
the feedback is collaborative it will allow for the teacher 
to engage in her own learning and build some capacity for 
independent reflection that can help shift practice throughout 
time (Danielson, 2016).
Research question two conclusion. Teachers in high perform-
ing schools, more so than their low performing counterparts, 
value the impact of the Advance Evaluation System to facili-
tate collaboration.  Teachers in high performing schools have 
the advantage of feeling higher efficacy due to the student 
outcomes within their schools. Teachers who feel confident 
about their practice will more likely collaborate and contrib-
ute to their own learning. 
Teachers in low performing schools might not see the value 
in collaboration due to how teacher effectiveness is cur-
rently defined. Researchers have highlighted teachers as the 
most influential factor impacting student learning. Accord-
ing to Young et al. (2015), there are many studies supporting 
the notion that teacher effectiveness does influence student 
outcomes; however what is less clear is the “how principals 
evaluate teachers and how this process of teacher evaluation 
improves teacher performance focused on using research 
based teacher evaluation systems” (Young et al., 2015, p. 
158). Adding to the compounding issues related to teacher 
evaluation systems is the notion of how “teacher effective-
ness” is defined (Young et al., 2015).  According to Ingle & 
Rutledge (2014), teacher effectiveness refers to the ability to 
impact student achievement positively.
Teachers in high performing schools see the benefit of col-
laboration to a greater extent than teachers in low perform-
ing schools who do not see the same benefit. This can be 
attributed to the notion discussed by Finnegan (2013) which 
suggest that a factor that influences teacher efficacy includes 
social persuasion. Social persuasion as he outlined, deals 
with the “verbal interaction a teacher experiences about his 
or her performance and prospects for success from respected 
others in the teaching context” (Finnegan, 2013, p. 20). In 
other words, self-efficacy influences effort put forward and 
the degree of resilience when faced with obstacles (Bandura, 
1997).
Research question three conclusion.  Teachers in high per-
forming schools, more so than their low performing counter-
parts, value the feedback and next steps that school leaders 
provide and see value in the manner in which the school 
leader connects the evaluation to next steps in practice.  
This conclusion can be a corollary to their perception of the 
benefits of collaboration, as stated in the research question 
two conclusion. In research questions two, the researcher 
concluded that teachers in high performing schools see the 
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benefit of collaboration, while teachers in low perform-
ing schools do not to the same degree.  Archer, Cantrell, 
Holtzman, Joe, Tocci and Wood (2016) stated: 
Feedback should sharpen teachers’ abilities to analyze 
their own practice. For   that to happen, teachers need to 
be meaningfully engaged in the feedback conversation. 
Simply telling teachers what to do differently doesn’t help 
them better understand the relationship between teaching 
and student learning. (Archer et. al. 2016, p.197)
Research question four conclusion.  Teachers in high per-
forming schools believe that the Danielson Framework is 
a tool that can help them change and improve classroom 
practice, while teachers in low performing schools do not 
share the same perception that the Danielson Framework 
is a tool that can help them change practices to the same extent. 
Teachers should not see the feedback process as a time to 
hear what went wrong or as a session where all develop-
ing and ineffective practices are highlighted. The feed-
back process should be seen as a discussion between two 
professionals.  The Danielson Framework should be uti-
lized as the tool to establish a common understanding of 
expectations and what effective teaching may look like. 
Research question five conclusion. Both groups perceive 
that building leaders are not using the evaluation system 
effectively and that the feedback process in not aligned 
to attributes of the Danielson Framework.  In this study 
teachers in high performing schools have reported that 
they have high perception towards the Danielson Frame-
work, collaboration and using feedback to improve their 
practice. However, both groups have low perception in 
terms of how school leaders are utilizing the framework 
in alignment to the specific attributes that would clarify 
clear next steps. The low perception reported by both 
groups can be attributed to a number of factors. Such fac-
tors can include low trust and untimely feedback, inability 
to align low inference data to clear next steps, and the 
lack of preparation by school leaders to effectively pro-
vide meaningful feedback.  Preparing to share meaning-
ful feedback is not a process that can be rushed. Drago-
Severson and Blum-DeStefano (2016) state, “preparing 
carefully for feedback conversations is one way to convey 
to those in your care that your attention is firmly and fully 
with and for them” (Drago-Severson, Blum-DeStefano, 
2016, p.133).  
School leaders must be skillful in collecting low inference 
data, using the low inference data to generate questions 
of practice, aligning low inference data to clear next 
steps that can shift practice and motivating the teacher to 
become reflective. Geo, Biggers, & Croft (2012) em-
phasized the importance behind the role of a principal. 
School leaders must devote time to the complex and com-
prehensive teacher evaluation process. Although school 

leaders have a complex role, educators must place priority in 
the process of effectively utilizing an evaluation system. 
Recommendations for practice.  One recommendation for 
practice is that there be a clear model that can ensure the 
development of principals and teachers so that student out-
comes are impacted. In the field of education, we continue 
to struggle to raise student achievement. As this study has 
discussed, teacher effectiveness is in the center of discus-
sion as being a factor that can influence student achievement. 
However, in order to reach the goal of increasing student 
outcomes, each individual educator must climb steps that 
build capacity to reach that goal. 
The instructional capacity of school leaders and teachers 
must be built to better support students; this can be done 
through supervisory coaching, effective use of evalua-
tion tools and professional learning. Superintendents who 
are hired as experts in the field must be equipped with the 
knowledge to develop principals. Principals who are devel-
oped will increase their effectiveness which will result in 
increased teacher effectiveness. When teacher effectiveness 
is developed, student outcomes will increase.
In this model, principals must understand their role as lead 
evaluators. This role goes beyond observing and providing 
feedback. A developed principal is one that can build trust, 
impact teacher efficacy, use expertise to coach and dem-
onstrate and use the observation and feedback process as a 
professional development tool to increase teacher effective-
ness. A teacher who is developed will demonstrate increased 
teacher effectiveness, trust in the observation and feedback 
cycle, collaboration skills, high efficacy and leadership 
skills. 

The above model addresses the effectiveness of the key 
personnel that are directly responsible for increasing student 
achievement. In the above model, superintendents are essen-

23

Figure 20. A Model for Building Effectiveness 
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ers and not evaluators 
The second recommendation for practice should be en-
hancing the ability of building leaders to increase teacher 
efficacy. This can be done by using the teacher evaluation 
feedback process as an opportunity to increase teacher 
efficacy and build capacity.   In examining teacher effec-
tiveness, researchers should discuss the notion of teacher 
efficacy. Teacher perception and self-efficacy can affect 
the way they acquire new information and participate in 
professional development.  School leaders are faced with 
many challenges and demands throughout the school 
day. However, a key priority for a school leader must be 
the teaching and learning.   The feedback process should 
be looked at as a conversation.  Both the teacher and the 
school leader should collaboratively make sense of the 
evidence collected during the observation. Together, they 
should identify areas of strength and areas that need to be 
developed. This type of process can help teachers build 
efficacy.
Implications for Future Research
Teacher effectiveness continues to be a key factor associ-
ated with increasing student outcomes. In addition, pro-
fessional development and meaningful feedback has been 
identified as essential in the evaluation process.  How-
ever, future research is needed regarding the effectiveness 
of principals as lead evaluators in the evaluative process.  
This study consisted of examining teacher perception 
through the process of responding to a survey. Future 
research regarding teacher evaluation system should 
include examining the perception of the school leader and 
examining the effectiveness of the school leader as a lead 
evaluator. 
            The results of this study tend to point 
to the need for robust professional development for 
school leaders and teachers in low performing schools.  It 
would be interesting to inquire whether the professional 
development practices of teachers and principals in high 
performing schools are indeed having an effect on the 
teaching practices over time. 
Future research must include opportunities to interview 
both teachers and school leaders and to compare the 
perception of both stakeholders. It would be interesting 
to inquire if principals in high performing schools see the 
value of the feedback process as positive as the teachers 
who work in high performing schools. In addition, a fu-
ture study must include interviews with principals across 
high and low performing schools in an effort to examine 
the type of professional learning and the differences in 
practice. 
     A future study would be at a larger scale includ-
ing more than four New York City schools and including 
both teachers and school leaders. The study should in-
clude both quantitative and qualitative data, thus resulting 
in a mixed method that can provide more detailed infor-
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tial in the development of a school leader. 
However, school leaders who are developed can use the 
model to immediately change practice in their school build-
ings. One factor that we examine was teacher efficacy. In 
building teacher efficacy we must build trust, and collabo-
ration. One method that can be implemented is the system 
of informal instructional rounds.  This type of learning can 
positively impact a teacher’s ability to build collabora-
tion and foster trust.  The real goal behind instructional 
rounds is for the teachers who are visiting and observing 
to compare their pedagogical practices with those teachers 
they are observing. This process allows for a collabora-
tive discussion centered on practice to take place between 
teachers so that an increased level of trust is established 
and so that teachers can begin to see the benefits of col-
laboration as part of the evaluation system.  Based on Mar-
zano’s protocol (2009), instructional rounds are facilitated 
by teachers and are shorter than a period.  Teachers should 
conduct instructional rounds in groups and debrief later in 
the day to discuss best practices and to reflect on their own 
practice.  School leaders may also lead rounds, but it is 
crucial to understand from the outset that the purpose is not 
to evaluate the teachers being observed.   
     When establishing the framework of instructional 
rounds, school leaders should consider using The Art and 
Science of Teaching (Marzano, 2007), which provides 
school leaders with various tools that can be implemented 
to enhance the effectiveness of instructional rounds. In 
particular there is a tool titled, Marzano Observational 
Protocol Snapshot Form that can help teachers conduct 
effective instructional rounds. The protocol focuses teach-
ers and is aligned to questions that include lesson segments 
that involve routine events that might be observed, lesson 
segments that address content and lesson segments that are 
enacted on the spot (Marzano, 2009).  
Teacher evaluation systems have two purposes as dis-
cussed in the literature review. The first purpose would be 
development of teacher practice and the second would be 
measurement of teacher and student outcomes. This study 
concludes with the realization that development should be 
the more influential aspect of the two purposes of an evalu-
ation system.  The purpose of the evaluation system should 
be less focused on measurement of teacher and student 
outcomes and more focused on teacher development of 
practice. This process of focusing on the development of 
teachers can help teachers build high levels of efficacy and 
trust.   
 Teacher efficacy, trust, collaboration and implementation 
of feedback can only impact practice when teachers believe 
it can.  School leaders must be strategic and ensure that 
teachers are provided with simple opportunities such as 
instructional rounds (coaching teachers) that can help them 
become reflective of practice and collaborative. School 
leaders should participate in instructional rounds as listen-
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mation as to why perception is categorized in specific 
manners. 
     The results in this study might be at a small 
scale, but they can be a starting point in looking at the 
school leader as a key factor in increasing teacher ef-
fectiveness and student outcomes.  Hence, there is a 
need to further examine the reasons why teachers in high 
performing schools have higher perception than those 
in low performing schools. The key factors in influenc-
ing teacher perception can be informed by interviewing 
teachers to clarify perceptions from a survey.

Summary
     The most essential conclusion of this study is 
that the practices of a school leaders following an obser-
vation are important in relation to building teacher effi-
cacy, increasing collaboration, and seeing the value in the 
feedback process. This study found that teachers in high 
performing schools have a higher perception as it relates 
to the evaluation system than those in low performing 
schools.  Teachers in high performing schools perceive a 
high value in collaboration as it is a vehicle to shift prac-
tice. Teachers in low performing schools do not see the 
value in collaboration and do not feel that collaboration 
shifts practice.  According to Maeher & Pintrich (1997), 
efficacy beliefs helps shape teacher motivation. Bandura 
(1997) suggests that personal beliefs in abilities affect 
behavior, motivation, and the degree of success.  Teacher 
efficacy is essential because teachers who have strong 
beliefs about their ability are more likely to take risks and 
to use new methodology and strategies (Guskey,1998).
Teacher efficacy and perception are essential in the im-
plementation of an evaluation system. Teacher perception 
as it relates to the feedback provided by the school leader 
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is crucial in relation to teachers’ finding value in the feedback 
they receive.  The written feedback must be clear, objec-
tive and based on low inference data.  An added variable to 
this process, is that of collaboration. School leaders have to 
ensure that feedback is also provide relatively quickly after 
an observation and that the conversation is collaborative and 
not a one way conversation. 
    School leaders must also be skilled in knowing how to use 
the observation and feedback process as a tool to develop 
professional learning plans that can help a teacher shift prac-
tice and increase their level of effectiveness.  Charlotte Dan-
ielson’s Framework is a professional development tool that 
is supposed to measure growth throughout time. In addition, 
the framework is supposed to give teachers the opportuni-
ties to use feedback to increase effectiveness and to identify 
learning goals to shift practice. However, the Advance Evalu-
ation System is being utilized as an evaluative tool and not a 
professional development tool. Although, they are utilizing 
the Danielson Framework, they are not using it as a vehicle 
for professional development.  Based on the Advance 2016 
guide, the evaluation system is a tool to increase teacher ef-
fectiveness. However, when school leaders use the Advance 
Evaluation system, they are using it to provide teachers 
with an evaluative rating across eight components (Advance 
2016). 
     The research clearly shows that teacher effective-
ness is a key factor in increased student outcomes (Daniel-
son, 2007; Taylor & Tyler, 2012).  This study supports that 
teacher perception is essential in the implementation of an 
evaluation system. Teacher evaluation is a tool to use to 
increase teacher effectiveness; however, school leaders must 
have the skills necessary to use the evaluation system as a 
tool for professional development that will target teacher ef-
fectiveness.

Dr. Yazmin Perez, is a NYC Principal in East Harlem, District 4, at The Bilingual Bicul-
tural Mini School.  She is a recent graduate of the Sage Colleges, where a Doctorate in 
Education was obtained. Dr. Perez is also a graduate of LIU, Brooklyn Campus, where a 
Bachelors of Science  and a Master of Science was obtained.

   “Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.”
             T. S. Eliot
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Abstract
The purpose of this qualitative study was to investi-
gate the impact the initial findings of the New York 
City Quality Review had on a variety of factors 
pertaining to the school community, hurdles school 
principals had to contend with, and strategies they 
used to change the existing organizational culture 
of their school in preparation for the next Quality 
Review, and attempted to determine if elements of 
the primary embedding mechanisms identified by 
Edgar H. Schein, were prevalent in the strategies 
principals used to make change the culture of their 
organizational culture and therefore make improve-
ments in their quality review proficiency ratings.  
The participants in this study included twelve prin-
cipals which encompassed elementary, junior high, 
and high school. Individuals selected to be part of a 
target population of principals were able to acquire a 
Well-Developed in Quality Indicator 3.4 after receiv-
ing an Underdeveloped, Developing, or Proficient on 
the preceding QR between the years of 2012-2016.  
Data was collected using the interview questions 
developed by the researcher, and triangulated with 
data from the School Quality Review (SQR), and the 
NYC Quality Review reports for each of the partici-
pating schools. The findings in this study revealed 
that external evaluation tools, liken to the NYC QR, 
have an impact on school climate and can be used 
as a lever for change in the organizational culture of 
a school community.  It also revealed that Schein’s 
primary embedding mechanisms are applicable in the 
school setting.

Introduction
Every year, a portion of New York City principals 
receive an evaluation from the NYC Chancellor’s 
Office entitled the NYC Quality Review (QR). This 
tool examines, “how the work in a school communi-
ty impacts the quality of the instructional core across 
classrooms to prepare students for the next level; it 
aligns with the Department of Education’s articulated 
focus on preparing students at each level for college 
and career readiness” (NYC DOE, 2015, p.3). 
Principals receive a rating of Undeveloped, Develop-
ing, Proficient, or Well-Developed for each of these 
five Quality Indicators.
Of particular interest to this research study is a 
principal performance rating in Quality Indicator 

The Impact of the New York City Quality
Review on the School Community

By William Cooper, Ed.D.

3.4. This indicator is compelling because it evaluates 
how school leaders establish a culture for learning. The 
cultural components assessed include communicating 
high expectations to staff, students, and families, and 
providing supports to achieve those expectations (NYC 
DOE, 2015, p.4). 
This indicator is important because a school’s perfor-
mance in Quality Indicator 3.4 of the NYC QR is used 
as a data source in calculating a school’s rating in the 
Supportive Environment section of the NYC DOE 
School Quality Report (SQR). It is also a factor in 
calculating a principal’s job performance rating in the 
Measures of Leadership Practice (MOLP) section of the 
NYCDOE Principal’s Annual Professional Performance 
Review (APPR).
As per the 2015 Principals Guide of the QR, a Well-De-
veloped culture for learning includes, but is not limited 
to, the following components: (1) a school handbook 
and/or school website that communicates high expecta-
tions for all stakeholders, (2) teacher orientations, (3) 
a professional development plan aligned with various 
components of the Danielson Framework for Teaching 
complimented by a calendar of professional learning 
opportunities (PLO) (4) study groups, (5) Collabora-
tive Teacher Teams, (6) Curriculum maps and units of 
study that are constructed to prepare students to be col-
lege and career ready, (7) Opportunities for parents to 
receive PLOs to assist in the process of assisting  their 
children in being college and career ready, (8) systems 
and structures developed to provide parents with consis-
tent updates on their children’s progress, (9) advisories, 
(10) systems and structures in place to provide students 
with consistent updates on their progress towards reach-
ing learning goals.
Similarly, Weeks (2012) identified the following char-
acteristics as typical of an ideal culture of learning: 
(1) A multilevel learning environment, in which learn-
ing opportunities are part of all activities, (2) A learn-
ing community, engendering shared responsibility and 
purposeful behavior to achieve school organizational 
outcomes, (3) A different mindset found among teach-
ers, they are caring, prepared and determined to per-
form their duties, thus creating conditions conducive 
for student learning. They navigate their own and 
their student’s ‘inner landscape’ by literally learning 
to mentally and spiritually ‘dance together’ with their 
students, (4) Networks of collaboration are established, 
among all stakeholders, in order to facilitate learning, 
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(5) A context is crafted where students attend school, 
are punctual, accept authority and feel safe, (6) The 
availability of physical resources, geared for creat-
ing a stimulating learning environment, (7) Clarity 
exists as to the school mission and values, which are 
supported by all, (8) Principals who as leaders en-
gender a context of trust, mutual respect and under-
standing, and (9) Parents establishing a partnership 
with teachers (p. 334).
 
Statement of the Problem:
According to a NYC DOE data report entitled, All 
Quality Review Ratings from 2005-2016, from 
2012 through 2016, 793 out of 1641 schools, en-
compassing all five boroughs of NYC, received at 
least one NYC Quality Review and obtained a Well 
Developed in Quality Statement 3.4.; Well Devel-
oped is the highest possible score a principal can 
receive in one category. Of those 793 schools only 
133 received a Well Developed on Quality Indicator 
3.4, after receiving an undeveloped, developing, or 
proficient the prior year. 
It could be inferred from this data that the remaining 
fifty-two percent of schools in the NYC DOE, that 
also received a Quality Review, were not meeting 
the DOE standard in creating an exceptional culture 
for learning in their school buildings. Investigating 
how the highest rated principals accomplished their 
well-developed rating may yield groundbreaking 
insight into how to improve the culture for learning 
in schools that failed to achieve a rating of well de-
veloped, as well as, improve school principal ratings 
in the Supportive Environment section of the NYC 
DOE School Quality Report (SQR). It may also 
impact their job performance rating in the Measures 
of Leadership Practice (MOLP) section of the NYC-
DOE Principal’s Annual Professional Performance 
Review (APPR). 
Schein (2010) concludes that there “are major tools 
that leaders have available to them to teach their or-
ganizations how to perceive, think, feel, and behave 
based on their own conscious and unconscious con-
victions” (p.236). These primary embedding mecha-
nisms are: (1) What a leader pays attention to, mea-
sures, and controls, (2) How leaders react to critical 
incidents and organizational crises, (3) How leaders 
allocate resources, (4) How leaders deliberately role 
model, teach, and coach, (5) How leaders allocate 
rewards and status and (6) How leaders recruit, select, 
promote, and excommunicate (Schein, 2010). 
Although previous research concludes that Schein’s 
primary embedding mechanisms can assist leaders 
teaching their organizations how to perceive, think, 

feel, and behave based on their own conscious and un-
conscious convictions, further research is needed in the 
context of the NYCDOE Quality Review Process. This 
study addressed that gap in the existing literature.
This study explored how the NYC QR influenced the 
participating school leaders and if the application of 
Schein’s research was in evidence in the schools stud-
ied. Specifically, did the principals who initially re-
ceived a low score in Quality Indicator 3.4 of the NYC 
Quality Review, intentionally or intuitively applied 
Schein’s primary embedding mechanisms to improve 
their rating to obtain a Well-Developed rating in Quality 
Indicator 3.4 of the NYC Quality Review in the subse-
quent year.

Research Questions
The four research questions used to guide this research are:    
1.  Did the findings from the first Quality Review, have 
an effect on the climate of the school? 
2  .Did the findings from the first Quality Review affect 
the strategies principals used to change the organiza-
tional culture of the school community in preparation 
for the next Quality Review? 
3.  Did the findings from the first Quality Review have 
an effect on the leadership style the principal used to 
change the organizational culture of the school commu-
nity in preparation for the next Quality Review? 
4.  Were elements of the primary embedding mecha-
nisms, identified by Edgar H. Schein, prevalent in the 
strategies principals used to make improvements in 
their Quality Review ratings?

Type of Research Design and Data Analysis
The sampling design utilized for this research was 
stratified sampling. Vogt et. al. (2012) defines this 
technique as selecting, “groups or ‘strata’ from a popu-
lation and then using the techniques of simple random 
sampling within each of those groups” (p.125). The 
researcher chose this method because the research fo-
cused on principals who could obtain a Well Developed 
in Quality Indicator 3.4 in 2015 or 2016, after receiving 
a proficiently rating below that in 2011, 2012, or 2013. 
The probability of being able to identify these school by 
conducting a random sample of the one thousand two 
hundred and ninety-two schools that were engaged in a 
Quality Review from 2011 to 2016 did not result in the 
identification of those specific school principals. 
Through the stratified sampling method three hundred 
principals representing all five boroughs of the NYC 
DOE were identified. The researcher then conducted a 
random sampling method to identify three to five prin-
cipals from each pool of elementary, middle, and high 
schools to become participants for this research. 
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The interviews were recorded using a digital audio 
recorder. The contents of the interviews were tran-
scribed using Transcriptionpuppy.com. After the 
interview transcript conversion was completed, the 
researcher cross-referenced the contents of the audio 
recordings with the conversions to avoid any erro-
neous interpretations or misunderstanding of what 
was recorded during the interview. The transcribed 
interviews were then sent back to the participants for 
their verification and to address any errors.
Once any discrepancies were addressed, the re-
searcher uploaded the transcripts, related Quality 
Review reports, and NYC School Quality Guide Re-
ports to the NVivo software to categorize this infor-
mation into cases and nodes for further analyzation. 
This software was useful in distinguishing relevant 
from irrelevant information relative to the research 
questions of the study. This software also enabled 
the researcher to code significant information and 
identify themes, sub-themes, and inter-related pat-
terns that assisted the researcher in arriving at find-
ings, conclusions, and recommendations connected 
to the studies’ research questions.
 
Description of Sample and Instrument(s)
For the purposes of this study twelve out of three 
hundred principals were randomly identified for the 
target population. They were selected because they 
were able to move from an initial score of Under De-
veloping, Developing, or Proficient to Well Devel-
oped in Quality Indicator 3.4 from 2011-2016. 
Researchers conducting qualitative research use 
research questions as opposed to objectives or hy-
potheses (Creswell (2012). These research questions 
should take the form of central questions and asso-
ciated sub-questions (Creswell, 2012). The central 
questions should be broad and focus on the central 
phenomena of the study. The associated sub-ques-
tions should have a narrow focus. The associated 
sub-questions become the specific questions used 
during interviews (Creswell, 2012). 
It is within these guidelines that the researcher de-
veloped four central questions and eleven associated 
open ended sub-questions to interview principals 
and collect data. In order to ensure that the questions 
were reliable, the researcher enlisted the assistance 
of his dissertation chair, and an expert panel to re-
view all questions.
Selected (brief) Review of Literature

The NYC Quality Review and its role in evaluat-
ing a school leader’s ability to establish a culture 
for learning in a school

From its inception in 2007, the NYC DOE Quality 
Review (QR) has examined, “how the work in a school 
community impacts the quality of the instructional core 
across classrooms to prepare students for the next level” 
(NYCDOE, 2015, p.4). Evidence gathered during the 
NYCDOE QR assessment process is based upon criteria 
outlined in the NYCDOE QR Rubric. This rubric is com-
prised of 10 sub-indicators within the following three 
quality categories or three big ideas: Instructional Core, 
School Culture, and Systems of Improvement.
There are two quality indicators that relate to school cul-
ture. Quality Indicator 1.4, which focuses on how school 
leaders maintain a culture of mutual trust and positive 
attitudes that supports the academic and personal growth 
of students and adults and Quality Indicator 3.4, which 
focuses on evaluating how school leaders establish a 
culture for learning that communicates high expectations 
to staff, students, and families, and provide supports to 
achieve those expectations (NYCDOE, 2015). 
The impact of a school leader’s ability to establish a 
culture for learning that communicates high expectations 
to staff, students, and families, and provide supports to 
achieve those expectations is well documented. Macneil, 
Prater, and Busch (2009), stated that strong school cul-
tures have more motivated teachers and motivated teach-
ers have greater success in terms of student performance 
and student outcomes. 
For schools to be successful in general and on the Qual-
ity Review, school leaders need to have a keen under-
standing of their school’s culture. They also need an 
understanding of successful strategies and approaches 
that can create or change culture to meet the needs of 
their students.
As Marzano, Waters, & McNulty (2005) stated culture 
can have a positive or negative influence on a school’s 
effectiveness. Effective leaders build cultures that posi-
tively influence teachers, who have a similar influence on 
students. Marzano et. al. (2005) concurred with Scribner, 
Cockrell, Cockrell, and Valentine (1999) that building 
principals have a minimal effect on student achievement. 
Therefore, an effective culture is the most efficient tool a 
leader wields to foster change (Marzano et al., 2005).
Schein (2010) concluded that there are major tools that 
leaders have available to them to teach their organiza-
tions how to understand, think, feel, and behave based on 
their own conscious and unconscious principles. These 
primary embedding mechanisms are: (1) what a leader 
pays attention to, measures, and controls, (2) how leaders 
react to critical incidents and organizational crises, (3) 
how leaders allocate resources, (4) how leaders deliber-
ately role model, teach, and coach, and (5) how leaders 
recruit, select, promote, and excommunicate (Schein, 
2010).
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Arguably, the NYC Quality Review represents the 
external impetus that Schein (2010) attributes to 
triggering school communities to learn new patterns 
of shared beliefs and assumptions to comply with its 
mandates and thereby receive a favorable rating. 
While the function of the NYC Quality Review has 
already been mentioned, it is important to explain 
its origin, the rationale and usefulness of its findings 
for new principals with or without prior experience. 
One of the school attributes that the NYC QR can 
provide vital information on is the degree to which a 
school leader has created a culture for learning. 
It is important to begin by stating that cultures of 
learning, as previously defined, were not always a 
priority. Schmoker (2006), surmises that the root 
cause of most schools’ struggles to be successful and 
intellectually engaging places is because the most 
important people within and outside schools know 
very little about what actually goes on inside them. 
This presumption is based on Elmore’s (2000) idea 
that a protective barrier discourages and even penal-
izes close, constructive criticism of instruction and 
the supervision of instruction in school systems on 
local, national, and international level exists. This 
protective barrier is also known as a buffer, and is, 
composed of an administrative superstructure that 
encompasses principals, board members, and admin-
istrators (Elmore, 2000). 
By the 1960s and early 1970s, researchers began 
to take notice of this protective barrier labeled 
as “loose-coupling” (Elmore, 2000, p.6). Loose-
coupling is the idea that decisions about the content 
students learn, the instructional strategies that are 
used, the benchmarks, groupings, and assessments 
resided in the hands of teachers as opposed to the 
administrators who were responsible for them (El-
more, 2000).
In order to curtail the effects of loose-coupling, 
every year all NYC public schools receive a School 
Quality Report, NYC School Survey and a New 
York City Quality Review (QR). For the purpose of 
this study we will focus on the QR.    
 
Reviewers for the QR are selected from a pool of 
educators. This includes community and high school 
superintendents, Quality Review Directors, School 
Achievement Technology Integration Facilita-
tors (SATIFs), and retired educational leaders. The 
prerequisite is that each reviewer has a background 
in school improvement and receives training that 
equips them to effectively review and evaluate 
schools.
Quality Review trainings for reviewers occur every 
other month. During trainings, reviewers use the 

QR rubric to collaboratively evaluate school documents 
and reflect on evaluation criteria across rating categories 
(NYCDOE, 2015). Reviewers are also updated on how 
new NYC DOE City-wide Instructional Expectations are 
integrated into the Quality Review to promote a shared 
vision of school quality (NYC DOE, 2015).
During a Quality Review, evidence is collected in the 
form of low-inference observations (NYCDOE, 2015). 
This strategy is derived from an instructional process that 
Elmore (2009) designed to improve the quality and level 
of student learning. Elmore (2009) labeled this strategy 
as the “seventh principle” which is “description before 
analysis, analysis before prediction, and prediction be-
fore evaluation” (p.34). 
The premise of this principle is that a common culture 
of instruction is vital to improving student learning. 
Building this culture requires an intentional focus, “on 
the language that people use to describe what they see 
and by essentially forcing people to develop a common 
language over time” (Elmore, 2009, p.34).  The value of 
a using a common language alleviates confusion about 
what is witnessed during a classroom observation. Schein 
(2010) concurred with this point by mentioning that 
subcultures within an organization have derived different 
meanings from the words they use to describe things. For 
an engineer the term marketing means product develop-
ment, for the product manager it means studying custom-
ers through market research, and to the manufacturing 
manager it means merchandising to the salesman, and 
constant change (Schein, 2010). 
To avoid this linguistic confusion QR reviewers are 
trained intentionally to remain low on the Ladder of In-
ference when citing supporting evidence for any conclu-
sion (NYCDOE, 2015). The term ladder of inference is 
derived from Elmore et. al (2009) and each rung of this 
conceptual structure has a specific meaning.
As an added layer of integrity, all QR reviewers are ob-
ligated to adhere to a Code of Conduct that guides their 
work during the review process (NYCDOE, 2015). 
To maintain the integrity of the process, Quality Review 
directors collect artifacts from reviewers and carefully 
and critically examine them to create a set of expecta-
tions for what a rating of Well Developed entails for 
a given Quality Indicator. The goal of these expecta-
tions is, “to foster a common understanding of practices 
aligned to that rating. Below are examples of expecta-
tions aligned to a rating of Well Developed on selected 
Quality Indicators” (p.8). 
The Quality Review has four stages: the pre-review 
work, the school visit, the Quality Review Report, and 
report verification. 
During the pre-review stage, the principals receive an 
official notification via email at least two weeks prior 
to their review. The email describes the steps principals 
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need to take in preparation for the visit. Principals, 
along with other stakeholders, are assigned to com-
plete and submit a School Self-Evaluation Form 
(SSEF), current table of organization, bell schedule, 
and master schedule or program cards to the review-
er. Once the reviewer receives all of the requested 
documentation, they collaborate with the principal to 
create a school-specific schedule for the day of the 
visit.
During the school visit, the reviewer will collect 
low-inference evidence to verify the information 
found in the SSEF. Intermittently, the reviewer will 
place this data in a Record Book, which contains 
documentation, notes, analyses, concrete examples 
of evidence, and findings. 
At the end of the review a feedback conference takes 
place and the reviewer provided preliminary verbal 
feedback along with a printed Preliminary Ratings 
Form to the principal. This form provides a pre-
liminary rating for each of the 10 Quality Indicators 
and lists an Area of Celebration, an Area of Focus, 
and eight Additional Findings. A written, and more 
comprehensive report is constructed; which includes 
the ratings for each of the 10 Quality Indicators and 
narrative feedback on six high-leverage indicators 
(NYCDOE, 2015). As part of a quality assurance 
protocol, every Quality Review Report is reviewed 
to ensure that the report is rooted in the rubric and 
reflects the evidence gathered during the review with 
fidelity (NYCDOE, 2015). Once the draft report has 
gone through the quality assurance process, the draft 
report is emailed to the principal for verification. 
The NYC DOE’s initial introduction to Quality 
Reviews (QR) started when 100 schools opted to 
participate in a pilot test in the spring of 2006. The 
QR’s aim was to, “balance outputs, such as tests 
scores, with a more qualitative snapshot of how 
schools are functioning” (Archer, 2016, p.1). “Since 
2006, NYC DOE’s school QRs have served as the 
counterpoint to the quantitative student and survey 
outcomes in its accountability model” (Across Class-
rooms, 2016, p.111).
Quality Reviews were an adaption of an evaluation 
tool used by Cambridge Education to conduct school 
inspections used in England. The primary objective 
of this system was to design a process for weighing a 
school’s ability to make decisions about instruction. 
Initially they started out as three-day visits focusing 
on a school’s use of data and other information to 
determine how to meet the needs of its students; now 
they are two days (Archer, 2016).
As time progressed, the policy and process of the 
QR evolved, and became owned and operated in-

ternally by the NYCDOE (Across Classrooms, 2016). 
During the 2009-2010 school year, the NYCDOE 
unveiled a new rubric with 20 Quality Indicators and 
60 sub-indicators that were, embedded in best practices 
from across the country and world and aligned with 
the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium 
(ISLLC) standards (Across Classrooms, 2016). During 
the 2011-2012 school year: 
Office of School Quality commissioned a study by 
Eskolta School Research and Design, Inc., a non-profit 
focused on strategic school improvement that examined 
the redundancy of the scoring of indicators, among 
other things. This report was a key factor in the deci-
sion to reduce the rubric to 10 indicators with 30 sub-
indicators; the 10-indicator rubric was then launched in 
the 2012-2013 school year (p.13). 
During the 2014-2015 school year Chancellor Carmen 
Fariña, endeavored to acquire a set of baseline QR data 
on all schools. In order to accomplish this task: 
(1) every school received a Quality Review during the 
2014-2015 and 2015-2016 school years, (2) the QR 
was reduced from two days to one day, and (3) while, 
the rubric remained unchanged, but the number of for-
mally assessed indicators was reduced to five: 1.1, 1.2, 
2.2, 3.4, and 4.2.
Starting in 2007, the Quality Review has been used as a 
component of the Principal Performance Review (PPR) 
and counted for twenty-two percent of the overall PPR 
score. This policy was enacted to adhere to the man-
dates of Education Law 3012c. The QR rubric was ad-
opted as the NYC DOE’s rubric of leadership practice. 
Beginning in the 2015-2016 school year, the Office 
of School Quality assumed total responsibility for the 
administration of QRs; absolving NYC superintendents 
of this duty and thereby no longer counting as a super-
visory visit. 
From 2010 to 2015, Doug Knecht, Nancy Gannon, 
and Carolyn Yaffe were leaders of the Quality Review 
for the NYCDOE. They co-wrote an article entitled, 
Across Classrooms: School Quality Reviews as a 
Progressive Educational Policy. The paper focused on 
the rewards, challenges, and considerations of investing 
in a QR process deduced from their involvement with 
implementing it on a large scale.  The gist of the article 
focused on how the QR could leverage student experi-
ences across classrooms to promote sustainable change 
that resulted in high-quality schooling for all children 
(Knecht et al., 2016). 
Knecht et al. (2016) identified three central challenges 
they encountered during the evolution of the QR. The 
first challenge was to resolve the compliance mindset 
with which many educators approached the QR. The 
second challenge focused on maintaining the credibility 
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of QR, as a viable qualitative assessment, despite 
the perception that the identity of the reviewer 
played a more significant role in the final outcome 
for a school principal (Knecht et al., 2016). The 
third challenge involved providing schools with 
detailed and useful feedback while simultaneously 
ensuring that it was clear for educators and non-
educators; most notably parents. 
External measuring tools like the NYC QR, can 
provide an objective lens through which school 
leaders receive feedback, pertaining to the progress 
their schools are making toward a QR rating of Well 
Developed. The QR process is equally beneficial 
for school leaders to internally evaluate their school 
culture. Daly (2010) advocated for internal audits of 
school culture, warning that it is a mistake to think 
that schools will change as a result of being pro-
vided with overwhelming evidence from an external 
expert as to how to engage in reform. This kind of 
feedback led to short lived and unsustainable ad-
vancements (Daly, 2010).

Defining culture 
Schein (2010) argued that if leaders are not con-
scious of the cultures that exist in their organiza-
tions those cultures will manage them. Hardy and 
Aitken (1990) concurred and added that understand-
ing the culture that exists does not automatically 
help you identify the issue, but it is the first step 
towards sensible action. For this reason, school 
principals must have a clear understanding of what 
a culture is, how it develops over time, and why it is 
difficult to change.
Schein (2010) defined culture as:
“a pattern of shared beliefs and assumptions learned 
by a group as it solved its problems of external ad-
aptation and internal integration, which has worked 
well enough to be considered valid and therefore to 
be taught to new members as the correct way to per-
ceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems” 
(p.18). 
DuFour and Fullan (2013) defined culture as, “the 
way we do things around here” (p.2). Terrell and 
Lindsey (2009) define it as, “the set of practices and 
beliefs shared by members of a particular group that 
distinguish that group for other groups” (p. 16). 
 Kunjufu (2013) defines culture as, “the 
matrix of values, norms, curriculum, pedagogy, 
classroom management, leadership styles, of educa-
tors, and the principal, and overall behaviors, that 
characterize the vision, dial teaching and learning 
and socialization of the school family (p.99).
Given the multitude of definitions for culture, Edgar 
H. Schein (2010) asserted that, culture “an abstrac-

tion, yet that the forces that are created in social and 
organizational situations deriving from culture are pow-
erful” (p.7). He continued by stating that failure to un-
derstand the operation of these forces makes us victims 
to them ” (p.7). An additional value to understanding 
these cultural forces is they can provide an explanation 
for the puzzling and frustrating experiences in social 
and organizational life. 
Schein (2010) stated that some of the confusion with 
the definition of the concept of culture derives from 
not acknowledging the multilayered attributes it en-
compasses. He states that culture can be analyzed at 
several different levels. The term “levels” is used to 
describe the degree to which the cultural phenomenon 
is discernible to the observer. According to Schein, the 
three levels of culture are artifacts, espoused beliefs and 
values, and basic underlying assumptions. An iceberg is 
a perfect model through which to visualize these levels.
On the surface lay the artifacts. Artifacts include ev-
erything that you would see, hear, and feel when you 
encounter a new group with an unfamiliar setting. The 
most important point about this level of culture, Schein 
(2010) warns is that is it very, “easy to observe and very 
difficult to decipher” (p.24). He continues by stating 
that, “it is dangerous to try to infer the deeper assump-
tions from artifacts alone because a person’s interpreta-
tions will inevitably be projections of his or her own 
feelings and reactions” (p.25). In order to obtain some 
semblance of observations, Schein advises that cultural 
analysts talk to insiders to analyze the espoused values, 
norms, and rules that provide the day-to-day operating 
principles by which the members of the group guide 
their behavior (Schein, 2010).
It is at this point that most researchers end their descrip-
tion of culture. To the contrary, Schein (2010) contin-
ued by including espoused beliefs and values and basic 
underlying assumptions. 
Espoused beliefs and values represent the upper por-
tion of the unseen structure of the iceberg. They “are 
the articulated publicly announced principles and values 
that the group claims to be trying to achieve, such as 
“product quality” or “price leadership” (Schein, 2010, 
p.15). Khandelwal and Mohendra (2010) defined es-
poused values as values that are conveyed on behalf of 
the organization or attributed to an organization by its 
leadership. These values that are shared by all or a large 
proportion of an organization’s members.
One factor that can influence espoused beliefs and 
values are subcultures. Schein (2010) stated that the 
interactions of subcultures within organizations are the 
stimulus behind their overarching routines and interac-
tions. The duality of subcultures lay in their commit-
ment to the shared underlying assumptions of the total 
organization and those that are characteristic of their 
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functional tasks, educational background, the oc-
cupations of their members, or their unique experi-
ences. Trice and Beyer (1992) concurred, by adding 
that subcultures have, “distinctive patterns of shared 
ideologies and distinct sets of cultural forms, yet 
they differ noticeably from the core they are embed-
ded.” (as cited by Trice, 1993, p.xi) Subcultures 
habitually form within informal and formal groups 
within an organization that are defined by age, sex, 
and ethnicity. In the school setting, these subcultures 
encompass non-pedagogical staff, pedagogical staff, 
grade teams, content specific teams, administrators, 
coaches, teachers, parents, students. It also includes 
external subcultures that impact schools like district 
office personnel, field support center personnel, and 
the central office personnel. 
Schein (2010) noted that basic underlying assump-
tions “are the unconscious, taken for granted beliefs 
and values” (p.24). Sathe (1985) defined underly-
ing assumptions as the set of important assumptions 
that members of a community share in common. 
Buck (2001) pointed out that underlying assump-
tions make it difficult to analyze and change culture 
because they are not directly observable and instead 
must be inferred from what can be seen and heard 
in organizations. He continues by mentioning that 
change agents and employees err in their diagnosis 
of an organization’s culture by assuming that the 
artifacts and espoused values are congruent with, or 
reflective of, the basic underlying assumptions. This 
is not always the case. In some cases the artifacts 
and espoused values are desired attributes that may 
be quite different from the true culture. Buck (2001) 
defined this as a cultural misalignment. 

Defining school culture 
Gruenert and Wilson (2015), stated that contrasting 
the concepts of school climate with school culture 
is the best way to understand why they are differ-
ent. Gruenert at el. (2015) described the concept of 
climate as the group’s attitude:
Differing from Monday to Friday, February to May, 
creating a state of mind, easy to change, based on 
perceptions, can be felt when you enter the room, 
surrounds you, is the way we feel around here, and 
is the first thing that improves when positive change 
is made (p.10). 
Conversely, the concept of culture is a group’s per-
sonality:
It gives Monday’s permission to be miserable, pro-
vides for a limited way of thinking, takes years to 
evolve, is based on values and beliefs, can’t be felt, 
even by group members, is the way we do things 
around here, and determines whether or not im-

provement is possible (p.10).
Handy (1986) suggested that the aforementioned defini-
tion of culture applies to schools at least as much as 
it applies to other organizations. The findings of his 
research reported that teachers preferred working in a 
task culture. Very few preferred a person culture, and 
still fewer a club or role culture. The results of ques-
tionnaires distributed to primary and secondary school 
teachers showed that elementary schools were pure task 
cultures, while secondary schools were predominantly 
a role culture. In the secondary schools, only senior 
teachers saw the secondary schools as a person or task 
culture in which they were left alone. Those in the 
middle perceived there to be a club on top of the role 
culture. 
“Knowing the type of school culture you have will help 
you to plan the one you want” (Gruenert and Wilson, 
2015, p.66). Fullan and Hargreaves (1996) identified 
five types of school cultures: (1) collaborative, (2) 
comfortable-collaborative, (3) contrived-collegial, (4) 
balkanized, and (5) fragmented (cited by Gruenert and 
Wilson, 2015, p.50). Deal and Kennedy (1999) added a 
sixth, toxic, to the round out the list (cited by Gruenert 
and Wilson, 2015, p.50).

Defining a culture for learning
According to the 2015 Principals Guide to the QR, 
look-fors that define the existence of a culture for 
learning in a school include, but are not limited to: (1) 
a school handbook and/or school website that com-
municate high expectations for all stakeholders, (2) 
teacher orientations, (3) a professional development 
plan aligned with various components of the Danielson 
Framework for Teaching complimented by a calendar 
of professional learning opportunities  (PLO) (4) study 
groups, (5) Collaborative Teacher Teams, (6) Curricu-
lum maps and units of study that are constructed to 
prepare students to be college and career ready, (7) Op-
portunities for parents to receive professional learning 
opportunities to their children in the process of becom-
ing college and career ready, (8) systems and structures 
developed to provide parents with consistent updates on 
their children’s progress, (9) advisories, (10) systems 
and structures in place to provide students with consis-
tent updates on their progress towards reaching learning 
goals. 
Murphy et.al (1982) referred to a culture of learning as 
an “academic press” and define it as:
The degree to which environmental forces press for stu-
dent achievement on a school wide basis. This concept 
however, is broader than high expectations; it pulls to-
gether various forces- school policies, practices, expec-
tations, norms, and rewards- generated by both staff and 
students. Together these forces constitute the academic 
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environment experienced by students and press them 
to respond in particular ways specifically to work 
hard in school and to do well academically (p. 22).
Murphy et. al. (1982) maintained that specific school 
level policies and enforcement practices and class-
room level practices and behaviors are essential to 
communicating to students that success in academic 
work is expected and attainable. 
Trubowitz (2005) identified a thinking atmosphere, 
open communication, the value of an outside ob-
server, the need to develop a common language, 
and respecting teacher autonomy as vital elements 
needed to creating a culture for learning in a school 
(pp. 171-174). Haertal (1997)
added that task-oriented learning environments con-
fer academic and motivational benefits on students 
(p.148).  
Trubowitz (2005) also identified the hierarchical 
structure of schools, through which communication 
seems to flow unidirectionally leaving little op-
portunity for groups to dialogue about instructional 
issues, the limitations of professional preparation, 
the culture prevailing in the society outside schools 
also impacts the task of creating a thoughtful school 
community, and the inevitability of resistance to new 
ideas as obstacles to developing a culture for learn-
ing (pp. 174-175).  
Tichnor-Wagner et al. (2016) added that creating and 
sustaining cultures of learning can be challenging in 
today’s current hierarchical accountability structure 
that is overly fixated on the academic achievement 
of students. Having defined what a culture of learn-
ing is, why it is critical to students’ success, and that 
the obstacles to establishing one can be, we can be 
inferred that a culture of learning cannot is not sepa-
rate and apart from a collaborative culture. 
It is herein that Schein’s definition of culture pro-
vides a framework for school principals to evaluate 
the present condition of their schools by examining 
it through a multi layered lens, identifying the sub-
cultures that exist within them, and improving it.

Changing the organizational culture of a school
It is imperative for systems leaders to understand 
that creating a collaborative culture takes time and 
energy to nurture and maintain. It also involves 
a keen understanding of how the organizational 
change process works. Kotter (1996) presented an 
eight-step strategy to affect change in organizations. 
They are: (1) creating a sense of urgency to clarify 
the purpose of the change, (2) shaping a vision to 
steer change, (3) raising a force of people who are 
ready, willing, and able to affect change, (4) remov-

ing obstacles to change, change systems or structures 
that pose threats to the achievement of the vision, (5) 
consistently produce, track, evaluate and celebrate 
volumes of small and large accomplishments – and cor-
relate them to results, (6) use increasing credibility to 
change systems, structures and policies that don’t align 
with the vision, (7) hire, promote and develop employ-
ees who can implement the vision; reinvigorate the 
process with new projects, themes and volunteers, and  
(8) articulate the connections between the new behav-
iors and organizational success, and develop the means 
to ensure leadership development and succession.
Prewitt, Weil, and McClure (2011) concur with the 
strategy of using crisis to create a sense of urgency 
by noting that without crisis it is extremely difficult 
to transition an organization from a state of comfort 
to a state of growth. Heifetz (1994) adds that change 
is powerful because, “it threatens stable relationships, 
balance of power, standard operating procedure, and/or 
the current distribution of resources” (cited in Prewitt et 
al., 2011, p.60). Schein (2010) adds that crisis is instru-
mental in culture creation and expansion because they 
result in heightened emotional involvement of the staff 
and thereby increases the intensity of learning. Unfortu-
nately, due to the fear of causing pain, leaders struggle 
with the decision to enact crisis even though they are 
aware of their organization’s need to change (Heifetz & 
Linsky, 2002) (Prewitt et al., 2011). 
Daly (2010) noted that change in organizations is usu-
ally socially constructed. Therefore, using a network 
theory approach is an effective means to identify the 
motives of resisters to change, spheres of social influ-
ence, and the subcultures that must be catered to when 
change is enacted. Informal networks create webs of 
understanding, influence, and knowledge, prior to, dur-
ing and after the implementation of a change strategy 
(Daly, 2010). 
Curtis and City (2009) asserted that designing and im-
plementing a change strategy is an arduous task because 
it is hard work, counter-cultural, and developmental as 
opposed to instantaneous. Yet, it is important because it 
is the only way to help children learn. These research-
ers present a variety of tools and mechanisms that guide 
school leaders through the development of coherent 
systems and models that improve student achievement 
via monitoring and revising a school’s vision, multi-
year plans, and checklists. They also introduce a three-
step strategy to ensure that children learn. They are: (1) 
brainstorm all the active initiatives in the system, (2) 
sort and categorize the initiatives, and (3) assess the 
team members’ initial analysis of the categories and ini-
tiatives. Once these steps are applied, a school leader is 
then encouraged to utilize tools such as the ‘start, stop, 
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and continue list’, which guides leaders to assess 
their current state and determine their next steps for 
improvement (Curtis and City, 2009). 

Schein’s Primary Embedding Mechanisms 
Whether founding a new organization or assuming 
leadership of one that is pre-established, systems 
leaders have mechanisms to reinforce the adop-
tion of their own beliefs, values, and assumptions 
as the group gradually evolves into an organization 
(Schein, 2010). While the simplest way to accom-
plish this goal is through charisma; it is not the only 
option (Schein, 2010). System leaders who lack cha-
risma can impact the existing culture through the use 
of primary embedding mechanisms. While all of the 
primary embedding mechanisms are useful they are 
not equally potent in practice. Yet, they can reinforce 
each other to make the total message more potent 
than any individual components (Schein, 1983). 
The most important mechanisms are role modeling 
by leaders, what leaders pay attention to, and leader 
reactions to critical events (Schein, 1983).

What leaders pay attention to, measure, and 
control.  The most powerful mechanism that found-
ers, leaders, managers, and parents have is what they 
systematically pay attention to. Schein (1985) stated 
that, “as a reputation rebuilding redressive action, 
attention is what the leader (and in our case new 
leader or CEO) focuses his or her employees’ con-
centration upon (what is criticized, praised, or asked 
about), which communicates his and the organiza-
tion’s values about them” (as cited in Sims, 2009, 
p.459- 460).  Muse and Abrams (2011) concurred 
with this point by adding that principals should con-
duct a needs assessment, and develop a timeline for 
addressing goals based on highest to lowest need. 
Leaders reactions to critical incidents and organiza-
tional crises. Schein (2010) pointed out that there is 
significant value in crisis. He explained that crisis 
is instrumental in culture creation and expansion 
because they intensify the emotional involvement 
of the staff and thereby increase the intensity of 
learning. Additionally, crisis heightens anxiety in 
an organization which in turn triggers the need to 
reduce anxiety; which is a powerful motivator for 
new learning. When people share intense emotional 
experiences and collectively learn how to reduce 
anxiety, they are more likely to use that prior experi-
ence to moderate anxiety in the future.
How leaders allocate resources. 
 Schein (2010) stated that, budget configu-
ration is indicative of a leader’s assumptions and 

beliefs. These assumptions and beliefs are based on a 
myriad of factors. Gonzalez and Bogotch (1999) identi-
fied compliance with state policies, and the context of 
spending as the most influential factors in a principal’s 
decision in terms of spending discretionary funds. 
Bloom and Owens (2011) conducted a study to com-
pare and contrast the perception of influence factors like 
staffing, curriculum issues, budgetary spending, and 
discipline policies had on high school principals’, from 
high- and low-performing urban high schools. One of 
the findings was that principals from low-achieving 
schools tended to have a greater influence on the dis-
bursement of funds than principals at high-achieving 
schools have. This was due to the fact that lower 
achieving schools received federal Title One funding 
that allowed the principal to budget the monies that best 
suit the needs of the campus. 
Deliberate role modeling, teaching, and coaching
 Schein (2010) stated that founders and new 
leaders of organizations inherently understand that their 
demeanor has great value in communicating assump-
tions and values to other staff members, especially 
newcomers. 
Sims (2009) identifies this mechanism as the foundation 
upon which leaders set forth the ground rules for ethical 
or unethical behavior within an organization. He contin-
ues by adding that, the old adage “actions speak louder 
than words” is still relevant. He concludes by stating 
that individuals pay much more attention to what they 
see than to what they are told.
Bambrick-Santoyo (2012) concurred and added that 
the feedback a leader gives staff members is equally 
important. Thus, his rationale and advocacy for giving 
“bite-sized” changes for newer teachers. He added that 
presenting too much feedback too quickly is detrimen-
tal to an instructor’s ability to make meaningful prog-
ress. Improvement does not come through extravagant 
rubrics, but slight, simple changes. The point is that 
feedback also must be actionable. “Yet the best coaches 
don’t just tell their players what to do; they guide them 
through it” (p.3). 

How leaders allocate rewards and status
  Current or prospective employees can infer 
what an organization values or disdains by research-
ing the distribution of promotions, performance ap-
praisals, and from conversations with the supervisor 
(Schein, 2010). The behavior of the reward recipients 
in an organization, signal to onlookers what is neces-
sary to succeed in an organization. Schein (2010) called 
this phenomena the allocation of rewards mechanism. 
Sims (2009) concluded that, “from a behavioral science 
perspective, we know that which is rewarded tends to 
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be repeated. People perform to obtain rewards and 
rewards shape the behavior of individuals in organi-
zations” (p.461).

How leaders select, promote, and excommunicate 
 According to Schein (2010), “One of the 
subtlest yet most potent ways through which leader 
assumptions get embedded and perpetuated is the 
process of selecting new members” (p.249).
Sims (2009) stated that, a leader’s hiring and firing 
decisions communicate their values to all of his or 
her employees. He concludes that, hiring new staff 
members is a powerful way for a leader to rebuild an 
organization’s reputation.

Challenges to changing the organizational culture 
of a school
While change is considered to be the only constant in 
life, organizations like schools still seem unprepared 
when it occurs. Sims (2000) contends that changing 
an organization’s culture is more difficult than devel-
oping a new one because members of a new organi-
zation are open to learning and accepting the culture 
of their new organizational home. This is due in large 
part to the human tendency is to want to preserve the 
existing culture. 
It is for this reason that many leaders attempt to 
shape a new culture in their school by introducing 
policies or strategies that feel forced or smack of 
micromanaging (Gruenert and Wilson, 2015). They 
continue by stating that, school cultures can’t im-
prove without purposeful leadership; they can only 
become better at protecting themselves” (Gruenert 
and Wilson, 2015). They conclude by stating that, 
whatever a principal does to make improvements to 
the school culture will be seen as a threat to the belief 
systems and identify of the school community.

Results
As it relates to the first research question, ten of the 
participants cited that the findings of the first NYC 
QR had an influence on the climate of the school 
community. Seven of the ten participants, viewed the 
results of the initial NYC QR as positive and confir-
mation that the strategies that had been initiated to 
raise student achievement were worthwhile and they 
were headed in the right direction. This confirmation 
came in the form of an affirmation that the planning 
implemented was consistent with the feedback from 
the prior Quality Review. It also provided recogni-
tion and accolades to the staff members who showed 
evidence of turn keying the professional develop-
ment support that they had been provided with. 
The remaining two participants cited that the find-

ings of the first NYC QR had a negative impact on the 
climate of the school community. One participant cited 
that it unsurfaced insecurities among the staff. 
As it relates to the second research question, ten of the 
participants cited that the findings of the first NYC QR 
had no influence on the core values of the school com-
munity.
Two of the participants cited that the findings of the 
first NYC QR had an impact on the core values of the 
school in preparation for the next Quality Review. Two 
of the participants stated that the results of the NYC QR 
resulted in more buy-in of their schools’ core values. 
For many of the stakeholders in both cases, the results 
of the NYC QR were confirmation that the practices for 
school improvement that were instituted as a result of 
the school’s core values were acknowledged and com-
mended.  
Eight of the twelve participants cited that the findings of 
the first NYC QR had an influence on the strategies the 
used to change the organizational culture of the school 
community in preparation for the next NYC QR. These 
strategies took the form of system changes. These sys-
tem changes included monitoring student behavior, data 
collection, student achievement systems, and develop-
ing a common academic language.
Four out of twelve participants cited that the findings of 
the first of the NYC QR had no influence on the strate-
gies the principals used to change the organizational 
culture of the school community. One of the four par-
ticipants felt that the QR reviewer was not adequately 
trained to understand the needs of her population and 
thereby the strategies that had been put in place to ad-
dress those needs. One of the four participants felt that 
her staff members had evidence of Well-Developed 
features, but could not speak to them effectively enough 
for the Quality Reviewer to confirm their work. 
As it relates to the third research question, eight of the 
participants cited the findings of the first NYC QR had 
no influence on the leadership style they used to change 
the organizational culture of the school community.
Four of the participants cited that the findings of the 
first NYC QR had an influence on the leadership style 
the principal used to change the organizational culture 
of the school community in preparation for the next 
Quality Review. Each of the four principals cited a dif-
ferent impact on their leadership style. One of the four 
participants stated that having a QR almost every year 
left her feeling disgruntled. This resulted in her delegat-
ing the responsibility for an imminent review to her 
assistant principal and a lead teacher. One of the four 
participants stated that the results of the initial NYC 
QR caused her to change her hiring practices; which 
ended up backfiring on her. This in turn caused her to 
be sterner with people who displayed a lack of profes-

35



  N
EW

 YORK ACADEM
Y    O

F PUBLIC EDUCATIO
N

sionalism. One of the four participants stated that 
the feedback from the NYC QR was that their tone 
was harsh towards the staff. This led to a conversa-
tion with her staff during which she stated that some 
things she would change about herself. One of the 
four participants stated that although he thought he 
was reflective, the results of the NYC QR provided 
growth in areas where he thought he was strong.
As it relates to the fourth question, ten of the partici-
pants cited that the findings of the first NYC QR had 
an impact on what was prioritized in preparation for 
the next Quality Review. Each of Schein’s primary 
embedding mechanisms utilized by the participants 
was a result of the feedback they received from their 
respective QR. The two most prominent of Schein’s 
primary embedding mechanisms employed were 
focused on setting priorities and reviewing instruc-
tional practices. 
Nine out of the twelve participants cited the findings 
of the first NYC QR had no influence on the level of 
urgency in preparation for the next NYC Quality Re-
view. Respondents felt that urgency already existed 
in their schools. 
Three of the twelve participants cited the findings 
of the first NYC QR had an impact on their level of 
urgency in preparation for the next NYC Quality Re-
view. Two of the three participants stated that there 
was an urgency to ensure their staff members learned 
and used the language of the QR rubric in prepara-
tion for the next NYC QR. Although they disagreed 
with the initial results of the NYC QR, they under-
stood that being able to use the language of the QR 
rubric to describe why they were “Well Developed” 
in a particular category was essential; yet they fell 
short in doing that. 
Eight of the participants stated that the findings of 
the first NYC QR did not have an impact on how 
they allocated resources in preparation for the next 
NYC Quality Review. One of the eight participants 
shared that she was in a budget crisis and was limit-
ed in how she could spend money. As an alternative, 
she provided her teachers with more professional 
learning opportunities. One of the eight participants 
mentioned that she had a surplus of resources and 
everyone was free to utilize them as needed.
Four of the participants cited that the findings of the 
first NYC QR did have an influence on resources in 
preparation for the next NYC Quality Review. 
Four of the twelve participants stated that they set-
aside funding in the budget for in and out of state 
professional learning opportunities (PLOs). Some of 
these PLOs took place during the school day so the 
funding went towards paying for teacher substitutes. 
Additionally, funding went towards paying for teach-

er substitutes for the purpose of inter-visitations. One 
of these four participants stated that results of the initial 
NYC QR lead her to believe that her staff needed more 
time to plan. During the NYC QR some of her teachers 
mentioned to the reviewer that they didn’t feel like they 
had enough time to plan. As result, she increased the 
funding set-aside for after-school and weekend tutor-
ing for her teachers to work with their students. One of 
these four participants stated that they set-aside funding 
in the budget for retreats.
Eight of the twelve participants cited the findings of the 
first NYC QR did have an impact on improving instruc-
tional practices in preparation for the next NYC Quality 
Review. 
One of the eight participants stated that combination 
of the advent of the Common Core standards, and the 
results of the initial NYC QR, were the impetus of the 
sense of urgency that existed in her school. 
Two of the eight participants stated that the results of 
the initial QR identified a need to improve differentia-
tion of instruction. In response, they mentioned the 
challenge of defining it relative to how the reviewer 
defined it. They added workstations, the addition of 
paraprofessionals to increase the student to adult ratio, 
task cards, and training students to self-assess using 
school based rubrics. 
One of the eight participants stated that as a result of 
the initial feedback from the NYC QR, she realized that 
her teachers’ lessons were too teacher centered and that 
students did not have the liberty to engage in conversa-
tion about their learning, or engage in activities that al-
lowed them to demonstrate their proficiency in meeting 
the goals of the lesson. 
One of the eight participants stated that they revised 
how her teachers were executing the double block or 
two periods of instruction in the same content area. She 
wanted it to be more structured so that students re-
ceived an equal amount of time in both the reading and 
writer’s workshops. 
Three of the eight participants stated that the results of 
the QR caused them to revise the school Professional 
Learning Opportunities Plan. More specifically, this 
included: classroom management, and differentiation of 
instruction with a focus on using task cards. Addition-
ally, one of these three participants mentioned that they 
made the PLO Plan more purposeful by aligning it with 
data obtained from observations as opposed to the prior 
PLO plan; which was inconsistent and bordered on be-
ing aimless. 
One of the eight participants stated that the results of 
the initial NYC QR led her to reflect about how she 
was providing instructional support for her teachers. 
She began the process of planning to provide ongoing 
professional development opportunities through both 
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co-workers’ grade level and department teams. She 
also considered whether the support would focus on 
content or instructional strategies. The ultimate goal 
was that this support would be coherent across the 
grade levels. 
 Two of the eight participants stated that 
they made changes their curricula in response to the 
feedback from the initial NYC QR. One of these two 
participants stated that they did not have a college 
and career readiness program. In response, they 
created one that would complement existing instruc-
tional programs as opposed to purchasing one. They 
created a double block in ELA that included lesson 
planning that supported college and career readiness. 
One of the two participants stated that they threw out 
the city’s curriculum and put together their own. 
Four out of the twelve participants cited that the 
findings of the first NYC QR had no influence on 
the instructional practices used in preparation for the 
next NYC Quality Review. 
Nine out of the participants cited that the findings of 
the first NYC QR had no influence on hiring practic-
es in preparation for the next NYC Quality Review. 
Three of the twelve participants cited that the find-
ings of the first NYC QR did have an impact on their 
hiring practices in preparation for the next NYC 
Quality Review. 
One of the three participants stated that the results of 
initial NYC QR confirmed who her strong teachers 
were; especially in the special education department. 
One of the three participants stated that as a result 
of the initial NYC QR they decided to begin recruit-
ing teachers with dual licenses. The rationale was 
that these teachers were able to work with students 
regardless of their disabilities. 
One of the three participants stated that as a result of 
the initial NYC QR they became 
more, vigilant in hiring staff that had a “growth 
mindset” when working with students.
One of the three participants stated as a result of 
the initial NYC QR she was advised to hire staff 
members that were more diverse in their educational 
philosophy. She attempted to follow this recommen-
dation, however she recorded that it did not work out 
well for her school.
Recommendations for Future Practice

Increase the frequency of NYC QRs during the 
course of the school year. The impact NYC QR re-
sults can have on the climate of a school community 
can be positive, but not necessarily create the level 
of urgency needed for a leader to introduce new 
ideas. Increasing the frequency with which QRs are 
administered could make a difference. A three-stage 

process, three times per year, could be implemented. 
After the initial QR is completed, two follow up visits 
could be scheduled to ensure that the recommendations 
for all the QR indicators that are not deemed Well-De-
veloped, have been implemented and change is gradu-
ally taking place. This would ensure that the QR be-
comes a process instead of being perceived as a yearly 
or bi-yearly event. The results of the QR could also be 
used to establish primary goals that are not attached to 
standardized testing.
Recommendation 2:
Align school wide improvement plans with the Well 
Developed features of the QR rubric. In order to im-
prove the chances of obtaining a Well Developed rating 
in each QR indicator, principals should develop school 
wide improvement plans aligned with the Well-Devel-
oped features of the QR rubric; in each of the ten rated 
QR indicators. Additionally, principals should ensure 
teachers, parents, and students are well versed in the 
terminology of the QR and that those terms are used to 
describe school-wide initiatives.
Reassign the responsibility of QRs to Superintendents 
and include the findings of QRs in principal PPR rat-
ings. In 2015 -2016 the Chancellor enacted two policy 
changes that could negatively impact the future of the 
Quality Review. The first was that NYC superinten-
dents are no longer responsible for conducting Quality 
Reviews. This became the sole responsibility of the 
NYC Office of School Quality.
The second change was that the QR will no longer be 
considered a supervisory visit and will not count toward 
principals’ final rating. Prior to 2015, having a Quality 
Review (QR), satisfied one of the two required supervi-
sory visits that principals had for the year. The current 
principal evaluation system for the NYC DOE requires 
that a minimum of two supervisory visits inform an 
overall rating for Measures of Leadership Practice 
(MOLP).
These changes revive concerns held by Knecht (2016). 
Absolving superintendents of the responsibility for 
conducting QRs reinforces concerns about the credibil-
ity of the QRs reviewers. Secondly, no longer factoring 
the results of the QR into a principals final rating may 
reduce the sense of urgency and preparation associated 
with this process. 
• School leaders who aspire to obtain a Well Developed 
in QR indicator 3.4 should consider adapting the fol-
lowing practices:
• School leaders should use multiple modes of commu-
nication to inform teachers, parents, and students what 
they value. 
• School leaders should conduct instructional rounds us-
ing the QR walkthrough protocol to develop a common 
language around instruction and thereby align instruc-
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tional practices with the QR rubric. 
• School leaders, and staff members involved in hir-
ing decisions, should use the rubric as a reference 
tool in decisions regarding the recruitment of new 
staff members, selecting teacher leaders, and identi-
fying staff members who are not a good fit for their 
school community. 
• School leaders should set aside funding per-session 
& per diem, for afterschool and weekend opportuni-
ties, and coverages, during the workday, in order for 
teachers to collaborate.
• School leaders should provide students at all levels 
of school with opportunities to take accelerated 
courses. 

Recommendations for Future Research
Further studies could be conducted to investigate the 
extent to which Schein’s primary embedding mecha-
nisms are applicable for school systems leaders. 
Further studies could be conducted to determine 
if there is a correlation between schools that re-
ceived Well Developed in NYC QR 3.4 and student 
achievement on the NYS ELA & MATH, regents, 
and graduation rate. 
Further studies could be conducted to determine 

why the remaining fifty-two percent of schools in the 
NYCDOE, that also received a Quality Review, were 
deficient in the Well Developed features as outlined by 
Quality Indicator 3.4. 
Conclusion
The impact that the NYC QR has on school climate 
plays a role in creating the sense of urgency needed 
to initiate a change process that was needed. While 
the NYC QR does not appear to significantly alter the 
leadership style of the participants in this study, it is 
important to point out that the participants consider 
themselves distributive leaders. 
Leaders who have been unable to attain a Well De-
veloped in QR indicator 3.4, or other indicators on 
the NYC QR, should reflect on their leadership style. 
Finally, there is evidence that the participants in this 
study made changes to the organizational culture of 
their schools, with an emphasis on QR Indicator 3.4 by 
communicating and monitoring instructional priorities 
in multiple ways on a regular basis. They established a 
school wide sense of urgency, and allocated resources 
based on priorities. Many of the priorities appeared to 
be aligned with many of the primary embedding mecha-
nisms that Schein (2010) identified as being useful for a 
leader to change the organizational culture. 
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ABSTRACT
International and national rankings of high schools 
are a form of accountability and have a consider-
able impact on educational decisions. In the United 
States, the PISA ranking has become as influential 
as other national high school rankings, such as the 
Challenge Index by the Washington Post, the US 
News and World Report Top Public Schools index 
and the PrepReview ranking for private schools. Al-
though there are limitations in the variables used by 
these rankings, they have provided useful compara-
tive data to assess students’ 21 century skills, cur-
riculum rigor and overall educational performance. 
Analyzing the top schools’ educational approaches, 
programs, requirements, sequencing and structural 
features provide insights about what makes these 
schools successful. 

Using high school rankings as the basis for case 
study and comparative methods 
High school rankings are a form of accountability 
using external educational benchmarks. Even though 
rankings are not perfect, these benchmarks are in-
sightful about the quality of student skills, curricular 
rigor and performance of educational systems or 
individual schools. These rankings can also provide 
the basis for a comparative approach to investigate 
educational success stories. When the comparative 
method is complemented with simultaneous indi-
vidual or multiple case studies research, it is possible 
to shed new light on critical, theoretical and practical 
educational questions (Goodrick, 2014). 
 What makes the very top ranked schools success-
ful? A comparative and case analysis can illustrate 
relevant clues about effective educational practices 

and policies. Let’s examine the evidence provided by 
the 10 top US schools within different types of rankings 
to address two critical questions: What do the charac-
teristics of the very top ranked schools tell us about the 
link between 21st century skills and rigorous curricula? 
Secondly, how could school leaders and stakeholders 
design and implement strategies to improve educational 
results based on the best practices of the most successful 
schools in the United States?

Insights from the OECD’s PISA and US public high 
schools’ rankings
Most scholarly research agrees that the best measure of 
21st century skills and overall educational accountability 
is the OECD’s Program for International Student As-
sessment, PISA. This trans-national assessment of very 
different educational systems has certain methodologi-
cal and contextual problems (Hanberger, 2014). Yet, this 
test constitutes the best assessment to measure problem-
solving and critical thinking skills based on knowledge 
students should master by international educational 
standards but applied to real world situations (Lingard 
et al., 2016). An additional advantage of PISA is that the 
analysis of the accompanying report to the test results 
can provide the basis to develop solid and data informed 
plans for improvement (schoolwide or nationwide) and 
an international ranking within the global educational 
system. National systems with strong year end cumula-
tive exams and rigorous curricula rank among the top in 
the world (Ripley, 2013). Students taking rigorous curri-
cula not only demonstrate higher content knowledge but 
also the skills to solve problems in real world situations 
and are happier and more engaged in school (OECD, 
2013). Some of the most successful countries aspiring to 
improve their own educational system, have adopted pur-
poseful policies to implement PISA’s recommendations 
(Ringarp, 2016). 

Many of the top public charter and magnet schools in 
the US have embraced PISA as a benchmark to assess 
teaching and learning effectiveness for developing their 
students’ 21st century skills. These include: self-disci-
pline and organization, critical thinking and problem 
solving skills, global perspective and cross-disciplinary 

What can we learn from the top ranked private
and public schools in the United States? 

Joaquín Fernández-Castro
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knowledge, creativity and innovation, analytical 
reasoning, communication skills, teamwork, leader-
ship and growth mindset. Although many charter 
schools have not performed at a high level (Clark 
et al, 2015) some specific chains of charter schools 
do perform at a higher level than their traditional 
public school counterparts. Several of the top chap-
ter schools performing at the highest levels have 
made available to the public their PISA international 
ranking and their school report (Kern, 2014). In fact, 
the most successful individual public charter and 
magnet schools rank among the highest at an inter-
national level, with comparable results to the world 
leading educational systems of Shanghai, Korea or 
Finland. This is the case with the BASIS Academy 
of Chandler, Scottsdale, Rio Oro and Tucson North 
in Arizona (Kronholz, 2014). Examples of public 
magnet schools reaching high levels of achievement 
in the PISA ranking are the Science and Engineer-
ing Magnet School of Dallas, Texas; and the Thomas 
Jefferson High School for Science and Technology in 
Alexandria, Virginia. 

The top ranked public charter and magnet schools 
have also embraced the International Baccalaureate’s 
Diploma Program (IBDP) or the College Board’s 
Advanced Placement or AP program, in many cases 
side by side since they require mastery of a very 
demanding or entry level college curricula and the 
skills needed to succeed. These programs offer ex-
ternal benchmarks and are good indicators of subject 
content and curricular rigor as well as 21st century 
skills. Like the OECD, the College Board, CB, and 
the International Baccalaureate Organization, IBO, 
only publish aggregate data but leave to each school 
the decision of making public their own data as an 
individual school or district, which most do. Schools 
also typically publish and release their results from 
the SAT and ACT exams. The AP and IB programs, 
together with some pedagogical innovations and 
support programs, have become one tool for offer-
ing female, minority, and students from disadvan-
taged socioeconomic backgrounds the opportunity 
to achieve rigor and excellence (IBO, 2015; Klein, 
2014; Morgan et al., 2016). 

The US national rankings of high schools emphasize 
equity and accessibility to rigorous curricula, like the 

AP, IB or other advanced courses, for all students. That 
is the approach used by the Challenge Index by Jay 
Matthews at the Washington Post. This ranking includes 
mainly public schools and, to a lesser extent, private 
schools that offer AP or IB programs (Washington 
Post, 2105). The US News and World Report offers a 
weighted rank of public schools based on their students’ 
successfully passing the AP and IB exams (75% of the 
weight) and the accessibility to those rigorous courses 
(25% of the weight). This ranking excludes all private 
schools altogether (US News and World report, 2015). 
The K12 Niche ranking uses ACT and SAT results to 
rank private schools plus AP or IB assessment results 
for public schools. Research by the CB, IBO and inde-
pendent researchers demonstrate that students taking 
rigorous AP, IB or advanced courses apply, get accept-
ed, enroll and complete college at higher rates than the 
national average. The students taking these high caliber 
courses are also more satisfied and happier with their 
experiences at school (Bergeron, 2015; Godfrey et al., 2014). 

Insights from US independent schools’ rankings
The fact that most of the top independent schools do not 
participate in the PISA exam does not allow research-
ers to analyze their ranking within the overall global 
educational market. However, most private schools 
make available on their websites data summaries about 
their students’ average results in the AP, SAT, ACT or 
IB exams. The average SAT composite score from the 
top 10, 25 or 50 private independent schools are typi-
cally higher than the average scores from their equiva-
lent top public charter and magnet schools: 2000-2300 
versus 1800-2100 (see data from K12 Niche, US 
New & World Report and PrepReview). By contrast, 
around 100% of students have accessibility to AP and 
IB courses among the top public charter and magnet 
schools versus 50% to 60% of students within private 
schools. That is why some of the top private schools are 
ranked lower than public charter or magnet schools in 
Jay Mathew’s Washington Post ranking, which empha-
sizes accessibility. 

The best-known ranking for independent schools is 
provided by a private online service called PrepRe-
view. It measures the average percentage of graduating 
seniors during the most recent 5 years that are accepted 
into Ivy League universities plus MIT and Stanford, the 
top 10 elite colleges (PrepReview, 2015). This ranking 
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indirectly measures 21st century skills, academic 
rigor, extra-curricular accomplishments and college 
advising success. Other rankings for private schools, 
like Forbes Magazine, use the PrepReview criteria 
as one of the major variables, counting for 50% of 
their weighted ranking (Forbes Magazine, 2010). 
The K12 Niche ranking includes the acceptance of 
private school graduates to colleges (weighted as 
30%) but this variable refers to the top 892 colleges 
(K12 Niche, 2015). The problem with this variable 
is that it dilutes the educational added value of pri-
vate schools: their graduate placement into the top 
10, 25 or 50 most competitive and elite colleges.

It is in this context where the rankings of private 
schools are relevant. The very top independent 
schools are able to place about 30% to 40% of their 
graduates into Ivy League universities plus MIT and 
Stanford (PrepReview, 2015). This rate of accep-
tance to the most elite and competitive US colleges 
is about double to triple the acceptance rate of the 
very top charter and magnet schools when we ex-
amine the data available from some of the websites 
of the top public schools. After all, most private 
schools’ parents pay an expensive tuition because 
of the advantage that top private schools provide in 
placing students at Ivy League and the most compet-
itive universities. The differential in the acceptance 
rate of the graduates from the top private schools 
versus top public schools to the most competitive 
colleges is a reflection of the higher ACT/SAT and 
more educational opportunities of the top private 
schools’ graduates compared to their public-school 
counterparts. That differential is also a reflection of 
the highly selective enrollment mechanisms of these 
top private schools in their student admission pro-
cess, which provides these schools with a significant 
advantage when assessing their average student’s 
performance by external benchmarks. 

There are two caveats of the rankings for the top 
ranked private and public schools and top ranked 
colleges. If the PrepReview ranking system were 
to include the top 25, top 50 or top 100 colleges 
and universities instead of just the top 10 elite Ivy 
League plus MIT and Stanford, the differential 
regarding placement of the graduates between top 
private and top public schools would not be so high, 

although still significant. Fifty years ago the differen-
tial between top private and public schools regarding 
placement of their graduates at the top colleges may 
have been even higher (McKeever, 2012). Purposeful 
financial aid packages and affirmative action admis-
sion policies by all universities, especially the most 
competitive ones, have contributed to the reduction of 
that differential and yet, it is still considerable. 

The second caveat is that a group of selective liberal 
arts colleges has initiated a movement to establish 
test scores as an optional requirement for admission. 
The paradox is that such a strategy boosts the rank-
ing of these colleges since the number of applications 
increases while the actual admissions become more 
selective (Belasco et al. 2015). This strategy has been 
complemented with other purposeful policies aiming 
at improving the colleges’ reputation for quality of life 
for students (Alter & Rebak, 2014) as well as boosting 
colleges’ ranking to become part of the top 25 col-
leges by the US News and World Report (Bowman & 
Bastedo, 2009). These strategies are clearly aimed at 
increasing these college’s pool of applicants, which in 
turn improve their rankings without actually increas-
ing the chances of acceptance of potential applicants 
who trust the new criteria of optional test scores stated 
in their marketing and outreach campaigns. At the 
end, the top colleges and universities pick and choose 
among the top tier of students within different subcat-
egories according to standardized test results and other 
measures of academic rigor or scholarly potential. 

The most competitive colleges’ acceptance rate of 
high school students demonstrates that being among 
the highest percentile of ACT and SAT scores and 
having taken a solid number of rigorous courses are a 
condition for students to be considered on the colleg-
es’ final admission list. This is true regarding different 
segments of candidates, including early acceptance, 
regular admissions as well as special situation students 
from minority or disadvantaged backgrounds or ex-
ceptional athletes or artists. The high school graduates 
accepted by the most competitive colleges are within 
the highest ACT and SAT composite score percentile 
and GPA of their respective segment of reference. The 
more competitive the university, the higher the aver-
age ACT or SAT score and the higher the GPA and 
number of rigorous academic courses (AP, IB or other 
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advanced courses) of the cohort of graduates accepted 
as shown by the US News and World Report college 
ranking. Moreover, the top tier research colleges and 
universities, as measured by objective variables such 
as citation indexes and other measures of scholarly 
or research achievement of their faculty, has been 
relatively stable over long periods of time (Lombardi 
et al. 2010). More importantly, there is a consistency 
between the US New and World Report ranking and 
the top 25 colleges and universities’ academic reputa-
tion ranking by scholarly and institutional researchers 
(Volkweln & Sweitzer, 2006).

Any improvement in the relative ranking to or among 
the top 25 colleges and universities in the US News 
and World Report (front page ranked), have an imme-
diate effect the following year at increasing the pool 
and the quality of college applicants, including higher 
ACT/SAT scores, higher class rank, and a stronger 
core of AP, IB or other advanced courses taken.  That 
is why top ranked universities purposefully deploy 
funds and resources aimed at improving their per-
formance within the indicators used in the ranking 
system by the US News and World Report (Bowman 
& Bastedo, 2009) or by International Rankings of Re-
search Universities, (Hazelkorn, 2015; Sharif, 2015). 
Student selectivity relative to the pool of applicants in 
the admission process and successful completion of a 
college degree by the students accepted to a particular 
college are critical elements at improving its ranking. 

The most competitive colleges and universities know 
that the top students from the highly ranked indepen-
dent schools are going to become prospective success-
ful college graduates. Schools or districts aiming at 
increasing the acceptance rate of their graduating class 
to the most competitive universities should completely 
ignore colleges’ marketing campaigns to attract more 
applicants by stating that they will consider students 
with no standardized tests or other external bench-
marks.   Schools or districts should also ignore the 
calls by some administrators and school psychologists 
to lower requirements or limit the number of advanced 
courses a student can take in the name of reducing 
students’ stress and increasing student’s happiness. 
Research by the CB, IBO, OECD’s PISA have demon-
strated that the most demanding and rigorous schools, 
districts or countries have the most satisfied students. 

Lowering standards and requirements is pedagogically 
and practically counter-productive. The most competi-
tive colleges only accept students scoring within the 
highest percentiles by the external benchmarks (PISA, 
ACT, SAT, etc.) and have an extensive record of success-
fully completing the most rigorous courses and academic 
load (AP, IB and other advanced courses). After all, high 
student achievement by external benchmarks and evi-
dence of completing a rigorous curriculum provide the 
best tools for admission officers as objective assessments 
of students’ probability of success at college. Private 
schools willing to keep their competitive advantage 
regarding the rate of acceptance of their graduates by top 
colleges can ignore these facts only at their own peril.

The link between 21st century skills and a rigorous curricula
The preliminary data from this comparative analysis also 
suggests that the current debate between 21st century 
skills versus rigorous curricula may be a false dichoto-
my. When we examine the top US public schools in the 
PISA ranking, a pattern emerges: the higher the score in 
the PISA exam of the public charter and magnet schools 
the higher their rank in the US national rankings. Simi-
larly, the highest ranked private schools are those with 
the highest acceptance rate of their graduates to the top 
colleges and universities. This rate in turn, is correlated 
with the highest ACT, SAT, and GPA scores as well as 
the highest AP and IB results in the schools offering 
these programs. This fact is extremely interesting since 
the same schools show up at the highest levels on various 
rankings despite the fact that the criteria for the rank-
ings are completely different. This seems to point out to 
a correlation between ranking by 21st century skills and 
rigorous curricula coursework and assessments.

We need broader statistical research to prove the correla-
tion between ranking by 21st century skills, as measured 
by the PISA exam, with top rankings by academic and 
analytical results in the ACT and SAT exams. A further 
step would be to investigate how the results in these as-
sessments are correlated with accessibility to rigorous 
curricula such AP, IB or other advanced courses.  The 
preliminary evidence from the top private and public 
schools sheds light on the fact that the development of 
their students’ 21st century skills are correlated with a 
rigorous curricula, including a broader set of educational 
opportunities and accessibility. More importantly, the 
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certificates as well. The top non IB schools typically 
require at least one AP or advanced course within each 
academic department plus one AP or other advanced 
course in the Arts. 

The typical graduate from the top ranked public charter 
and magnet schools successfully completes an average 
of 10 to 24 AP, IB or advanced courses, far exceeding 
the demanding requirement of 6 AP or IB courses. This 
is possible because these top schools’ curriculum scope 
and sequence offer some form of AP, Pre-AP, Pre-IB, 
IB’s Middle Years Program, Honors or advanced cours-
es by 9th and 10th grade or even earlier as one can see 
when analyzing their websites. These impressive num-
bers are typical of the BASIS Academy in Arizona; the 
Magnet School for the Talented and Gifted of Dallas, 
Texas; Stanton College Preparatory School of Jackson, 
Florida; the Carnegie Vanguard HS of Houston, Texas; 
the Signature School of Evansville, Indiana; the Aca-
demic Magnet HS of North Charleston, South Carolina; 
and the Gwinnett School of Lawrenceville, Georgia. 

Some public schools choose to emphasize STEM re-
quirements and include the completion of AP or IB Cal-
culus and Physics or AP or IB Biology or Chemistry as 
a requisite for graduation. That is the case of the Science 
and Engineering Magnet School of Dallas, Texas; the 
Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technol-
ogy of Alexandria, Virginia; or the Darnell-Cookman 
School of the Medical Arts of Jacksonville, Florida. 
Even these STEM schools offer a rigorous liberal arts 
curricula, balancing STEM and humanities with strong 
academic requirements that include advanced courses 
within each department. Within the IB schools there 
is a stronger requirement of world languages, which 
has become a trademark among the top international 
schools, as well as a course of Theory of Knowledge, 
and a 4000-word research paper as a Diploma requisite. 
Schools using the AP curricula emphasize AP capstone 
or Post-AP courses and senior projects. All of the top 
public schools also require community service and/or 
sports as part of the graduation requirement.

Within the top private schools, there is less emphasis 
on the AP or IB program. Their typical graduate takes 
6 to 10 AP or IB exams but these students additionally 
take other accelerated advanced courses, going beyond 
the standard AP or IB curricula. Private school students, 

percentage of students in public and private schools 
taking an increasing number of credits, core courses 
and challenging curriculum at high school level has 
consistently grown over the last 20 years (Nord et 
al., 2011). 

The relevant questions are: what do these top private 
or public schools have in common?  What can we 
learn from them to improve the educational system 
in United States? When we examine the content, re-
quirements, sequencing and paths of their curricula, 
these top schools share two philosophical and struc-
tural features. First, they have very strong academic 
requirements while measuring their students’ prog-
ress with external benchmarks, which pushes their 
students and teachers to excel. Second, they offer 
rigorous curricula and accelerated paths from early 
on, sometimes from elementary and certainly from 
middle school level, including placement by skill 
level and curricular knowledge instead of relying 
exclusively on the rigid placement by age. In some 
cases, the top high schools offer multiple tracks, all 
of them rigorous, but include several accelerated 
paths beginning in 9th grade. They also have support 
programs to help struggling or disadvantaged stu-
dents to access demanding curricula.  

Top performing schools have strong and balanced 
graduation requirements
There are some slight variations about curricular 
requirements by the very top private and public 
schools depending on the mission of each individual 
school. When examining the top schools’ require-
ments between 9th and 12th grade, they typically 
include 4 years of English and math and 3 years of 
science, history/social studies, and world languages.  
Performing and visual arts are required for about 3 
years at most of the top private schools and about 
2 years at the top public schools. Despite some 
variations, all of them balance humanities and arts 
with STEM, which is the essence of a liberal arts 
education. This balanced requirement is also rigor-
ous since students must complete at least 6 or more 
AP, IB, or other honors advanced or even capstone 
courses by senior year. International Baccalaure-
ate schools require 6 IB courses, one within each 
major discipline through 12 grade to obtain the IBO 
Diploma Certificate but offer individual subjects 
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including minorities, also achieve higher scores on 
the actual SAT and ACT exams, than students from 
public schools (Torres, 2015). Additionally, students 
from the top independent schools earn SAT compos-
ite scores beyond those from the top public schools. 
Independent schools’ stellar results need to be quali-
fied on the basis that most of their students were al-
ready above average when they were accepted. The 
top 10 to 25 private schools typically accept only 
one of every five to ten applicants to their schools 
and provide outstanding college counseling instead 
of the more equalitarian acceptance rate of the top 
charter and magnet schools and their more limited 
college counseling resources. Yet, one has to ac-
knowledge private schools’ achievements since most 
of their students take advanced and rigorous courses, 
score among the highest percentiles in the ACT and 
SAT exams, and get accepted into the most competi-
tive colleges. We can see this happening within the 
top independent schools like Brearley, Collegiate, 
Trinity, St. Ann’s, Spence, Chapin, and Dalton 
schools in New York; Phillips Andover Academy, 
Milton Academy, Roxbury Latin and Winsor schools 
in Massachusetts; and Phillips Exeter Academy and 
Saint Paul’s school in New Hampshire. Some of the 
top private schools do not officially offer designated 
AP courses but a good proportion of their students 
take the AP exams on their own and earn the high-
est scores on the exams nationwide thanks to these 
schools’ rigorous curricula. 

In contrast to these top private and public schools, 
during 2014 and 2015, the US national average 
graduating senior had taken only 2 to 3 AP or 
advanced courses and very few had moved beyond 
that curricula (College Board, 2014 & 2015). This is 
a low average even if it represents a great improve-
ment from 10 or 20 years ago. The relative improve-
ment is due in part to the expansion of the public 
schools’ Advancement Via Individual Determination 
or AVID program for Elementary, Middle and High 
public schools. This program has doubled or tripled 
the number of AP or IB courses taken by students 
who would not normally take those courses without 
the support of the AVID program (Mathews, 2015). 
To improve the educational system, not only the top, 
but most private and public schools should be able 
to get their graduating seniors to take at least 6 AP, 
IB or advanced courses. This in turn will result in 

improved SAT and ACT scores. The key is to estab-
lish a stronger requirement and begin acceleration and 
rigor earlier while creating or providing established 
supportive programs. This is the second aspect that the 
top private and public schools have in common. 

Top performing schools have early acceleration, 
placement by skill, multiple paths and support pro-
grams for all students 
The top public K-12th or 5th-12th grade schools 
have control of their early curricula and pedagogical 
methodology and have established early acceleration 
and rigor. This can begin as early as Kindergarten but 
typically no later than by 5th grade, allowing their 
students to begin taking some pre-AP, AP, IB’s MYP 
or advanced honors courses by 9th grade or earlier. 
Acceleration is the basis for equitable access for dis-
advantaged students (Lu & Weiberg, 2016). Some of 
the top public schools like the Fairfax school district 
of Alexandria, Virginia, which has adopted the AVID 
program for elementary, middle and some of its high 
schools, is a good model on how to set early accelera-
tion and rigor from the beginning while providing the 
support students need to succeed. The AVID program 
is designed to support the middle of the road students 
but in addition, it helps minorities and other disadvan-
taged students. This program is voluntary but requires 
its students to take honors or advanced courses while 
supporting them with a proven methodology spelled 
out under the acronym WICOR: writing and note tak-
ing, inquiry, collaboration, organizational skills and 
reading. Additionally, AVID provides extensive train-
ing for teachers as well as for the tutors that help the 
students develop critical thinking skills through So-
cratic questioning (Mathews, 2015). 

AVID is supporting the development of 21st century 
skills for the students while immersing them in the 
most rigorous courses available. The net result for 
some of the most disadvantaged students is an im-
provement in accessibility to AP and IB courses as 
well as better academic performance. Some of the top 
ranked public charter and magnet schools like the BA-
SIS Academy, the Gilbert Classical Academy and the 
Accelerated Primary and Secondary school of Arizona 
with its Accelerated Learning Laboratory (ALL), also 
take this approach but have developed their own meth-
ods and programs. They include early acceleration to 
develop their English literacy, writing and communica-
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tion skills to sophisticated levels, a key for college 
success. This allows their students to move faster 
and complete several pre-AP, AP, IB Middle Years 
Program, MYP, or advanced courses by 9th grade. 
All students take a World Language as early as 
Kindergarten, and by Middle school, they also take 
Latin in addition to a world language.

Early acceleration and rigor is also the norm among 
the very top K-12 private schools. They typically 
have a strong early English and world language 
program and require Latin and a modern language 
at Middle School level. These types of programs 
are positively associated with higher SAT and ACT 
scores and enhance academic skills in all other 
disciplines: From social sciences to math and from 
English to science, not to mention the benefits 
of learning additional world languages. This is a 
feature of elite private schools’ balanced liberal arts 
curricula and early acceleration shared with sev-
eral of the top charter schools (Fernández-Castro, 
2016). Private High Schools with no affiliated 
Middle and Elementary Schools develop flexible 
multiple accelerated tracks to place students ac-
cording to their curricular mastery and skill level 
(not by age or grade) and challenge them to their 
fullest potential. A flexible structure of multiple 
tracks allows the most advanced students to move 
faster while it also provides opportunities for the 
disadvantaged students to catch-up when support 
programs are simultaneously established. Students 
struggling in certain subjects or those choosing to 
advance further can still get more rigorous curri-
cula by the time they graduate with summer enrich-
ment and support programs incorporated in their 
regular schedule during the academic year. 

Recommendations to improve schools and en-
hancing accountability through external bench-
marks to measure progress
How can the US educational system improve based 
on the evidence from the top ranked private and 
public schools? The first change for improving the 
educational system is establishing a rigorous re-
quirement and developing placement flexibility for 
incoming students according to their skills and cur-
ricular mastery. Most departments can use some of 

their current cumulative testing or some of the national 
subject tests for assessing appropriate placement by skill 
and content knowledge. 

Second, if a school is part of the AP program, develop-
ing early rigor and acceleration can be done through 
what the College Board has proposed as “vertical 
integration.” Lower levels of each AP subject establish 
a pre-AP curricula, ideally beginning at Middle School 
level or earlier. Private or public schools with an IB pro-
gram can achieve early acceleration and rigor through 
its PYP or Primary Years Program, MYP or Middle 
Years Program, besides the 11th and 12th grade DP or 
Diploma Program. It is critical to avoid the documented 
problems created by establishing high requirements and 
expectations without providing the necessary support 
programs (Lauen & Goddis, 2016). All schools commit-
ted to establishing high academic standards must offer 
the possibility of taking rigorous and demanding courses 
for all students. For this commitment to be successfully 
implemented, these schools must also provide the sup-
port of the AVID program, establishing Pre-AP courses, 
or developing their own support programs for those 
students that need the additional preparation. 

Third, most of the top public charter and magnet schools 
can do a combination of the AP and IB programs. Large 
districts can include each segment of the early pre-AP 
or IB’s PYP or MYP programs at the Elementary and 
Middle School level under the direction of their Su-
perintendents or Heads of School. Both programs are 
easily integrated with the common core curricula. Some 
schools have also combined the IB’s PYP and MYP 
with the AVID program. Such is the case of the Fairfax 
County Public Schools in Alexandria, Virginia and other 
districts around the country. In the case of the top pri-
vate schools mentioned, most combine the AP program 
with their own honors or advanced courses. 

Fourth, the College Board, the IB Organization, and the 
AVID Organization offer workshops and professional 
development institutes for teachers in their own areas 
of expertise and for administrators regarding overall 
program implementation. The predominance of disad-
vantaged students within a specific district or school 
should not be an excuse for inaction. The charter Suc-
cess Academy in Harlem, New York, has developed its 
own THINK program (an English literacy accelerated 
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program that begins at Kindergarten), early math 
and science enrichment and an overall early rigor-
ous curriculum. This charter also provides extensive 
teacher and principal training. Success Academy has 
demonstrated that through early rigor and profes-
sional development for teachers and principals, even 
the most disadvantaged students in the US can be 
successful and develop 21st century skills and a 
high level of curricular knowledge (Moskowitz & 
Lavinia, 2012; Sahm, 2015).

Finally, from the best practices of the top private 
and public schools, we have learned that when as-
sessing overall school performance and developing 
strategies for improvement, it is critical to use data 
and external accountability. One of the most useful 
assessment tools is the OECD’s PISA international 
exam since it randomly selects students, whether 
gifted or struggling, in advanced, regular or in 
remedial classes, allowing for a non-biased overall 

school performance analysis. That is the single most 
important reason why schools should sign up for this 
exam, regardless of their strategy for improvement. The 
PISA exam will help the district or the school to be hon-
est with itself about the quality and effectiveness of the 
teaching and student learning, besides providing a rank-
ing of the school within the global educational market 
and a plan for improvement. 

Educational excellence can only happen through ac-
countability of results by external benchmarks, whether 
national (such AP, ACT, SAT, state or common core 
tests) or international (IB or PISA) exams to measure 
progress. Schools and educational systems daring to 
embrace these changes will see their ranking and educa-
tional performance improve. This in turn, will translate 
into better competitive positioning in the global edu-
cational market and a higher acceptance rate of their 
graduates at the most competitive colleges and universi-
ties around the world.  
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   “We are constituted so that simple acts of kindness, such as giving to 
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moods. The key to the happy life, it seems, is the good life: a life with sus-
tained relationships, challenging work, and connections to community.”
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Abstract
The literature review in this study indicated that 
there was a limited amount of research around the 
impact of supervisory-coaching on the development 
of school leaders to implement effective programs 
to support English language learners (ELLs) in their 
schools. The focus of this qualitative, grounded 
theory study was to determine if supervisory-
coaching and professional development affected 
the growth and development of principals in New 
York City (NYC) to effectively implement programs 
that support ELLs within their school communi-
ties to achieve academic excellence. This study also 
explored strategies to develop principal practices 
to improve teacher pedagogy to improve supports 
for ELLs. This study will contribute to the limited 
knowledge about how supervisory-coaching can im-
pact the development of school leadership practices 
to improve ELL programs. 
Furthermore, this study enabled the conclusion that 
supervisory-coaching supported principal develop-
ment and improved teaching practices for ELLs and 
all students. It also concluded that Principal Perfor-
mance Observations (PPO), while evaluatory, pro-
vided school leaders with the opportunity to observe 
practices and identify areas for further development 
alongside their superintendents.
Key Words: Change, Change Agent, Coachee, Com-
munity School Superintendent, English Language 
Learners, Organizational Change, Supervisory-Coach
 
INTRODUCTION
The aim of this qualitative, theoretically grounded 
study of three districts within the New York City 
Department of Education (NYCDOE) is to explore 
what are the potential effects of supervisory-coach-
ing and professional development in the growth and 
development of principals in New York City (NYC) 
in order to effectively implement programs that sup-
port English language learners (ELLs) within their 
school communities and achieve academic excel-
lence. Since ELLs are the most rapidly growing 
student population within American schools, it is im-

Effects of supervisory-coaching and professional development in the growth and
development of principals in New York City (NYC) to effectively implement programs

that support ELLs within their school communities to achieve academic excellence 
Alexandra Estrella

portant for leaders to continually grow and learn to be 
effective in their leadership (Walqui, 2000). One of the 
ways a leader grows is through effective supervisory-
coaching (Wallace, 2013). School leadership is second 
only to teaching among school influences on student 
success, according to research (Wallace, 2013). 
 Leadership coaching holds the promise of 
moving the capacity of an individual to a more desired 
state to support the organization they work within and 
engage in positive change that supports the system 
(Bennett & Bush, 2014).  Studies have shown the im-
portance of developing the capacity of school leaders 
to understand how to most effectively support ELLs 
(Walqui, 2013). One study indicated that by providing 
professional learning opportunities for school leaders 
focused on developing their capacity for serving ELLs 
increased academic achievement (Medina, 2009). Al-
though previous research concludes that mentor coach-
ing can support principal development, there is limited 
research about supervisory-coaching within schools 
with bilingual programs (Brooks, Adams, & Morita-
Mullaney, 2010). Consequently, this study addressed 
the gap in the existing literature about the impact 
supervisory-coaching has on the development of the 
school leader to better support ELLs and increase their 
achievement outcomes. This was accomplished by 
identifying and examining leadership practices such as 
pedagogical practices, culture and climate, and lan-
guage development among others that impact a school 
leader’s development within a school that serve ELLs.

Statement of the Problem
 The purpose of this qualitative, grounded theo-
ry study of three districts within the NYCDOE is to ex-
amine the effects of supervisory-coaching and profes-
sional development in the growth and development of 
principals in NYC to effectively implement programs 
that support ELLs within their school communities to 
achieve academic excellence. Given the achievement 
gap between native English speakers and ELLs, school 
leaders need to obtain supports to effectively imple-
ment programs that promote the achievement of ELLs 
within their schools (Walqui, 2000). 
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Research Questions
The research questions for this study are as follows: 
1    What beliefs do school leaders hold regarding 
supervisory-coaching and professional development 
as it supports the academic success of their ELL 
student population? 
2.    What qualities of their supervisory-coaching 
and professional development support do school 
leaders believe facilitate change?
3.    What are the essential supervisory-coaching 
and professional development processes that enable 
organizational change to support school leaders to 
design programs that support ELLs?

Research Design 
This study was designed to be a that uses grounded 
theory. Creswell (2014) states, “qualitative research 
is an approach to exploring and understanding the 
meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or 
human problem” (p.4). 
A qualitative design afforded participants time to 
respond to interview questions, which provided data 
about the research questions. Qualitative research 
describes phenomena in words instead of numbers 
or measures and has at its center the goal of develop-
ing an understanding of human systems (Savenye & 
Robinson, 2004; Wiersma, 2000). Qualitative re-
search has its origins in descriptive analysis and uses 
an inductive process of reasoning moving from the 
specific situation to general conclusions (Wiersma, 2000).
This study followed a qualitative approach that 
enabled the researcher to study how supervisory-
coaching and professional development affect the 
development of school leaders to effectively support 
ELL’s. Additionally, a qualitative approach allowed 
the researcher to examine the role supervisory-
coaching plays in the growth and development of 
school leaders to develop programs for ELLs to sup-
port them in their academic development. 
For the purposes of this study, semi-structured, 
open-ended interview questions were utilized (Ap-
pendix D). Educational research typically uses inter-
views to collect data that are not readily observable, 
such as the interests, values, and inner experiences 
of the participants (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). In this 
regard, McCracken (1988) stated that interviews are 
among the most challenging and rewarding forms 
of measurement in research because they seek to 

describe the meanings of central themes that are part of 
the life of the participants. In other words, interviews 
are particularly useful for getting the story behind a par-
ticipant’s experiences. According to Kvale (1996), the 
main task in interviewing is to understand the meaning 
of the responses of the interviewees, which allows the 
interviewer to pursue in-depth information around the 
topic under study. The effects of supervisory-coaching 
on the development of school leaders were measured by 
interviewing principals and superintendents. Appendix 
D has a sample of the interview questions utilized in 
this study.

Sample and Sampling Procedures (Participants of Study)
The populations selected for this study were community 
school superintendents in New York City’s Department 
of Education with schools that have Spanish bilingual 
programs. Principals selected had Spanish Bilingual 
Programs within their schools. The superintendents and 
principals were identified utilizing information in the 
NYCDOE public site. The districts and school sites that 
were studied are elementary and middle schools within 
New York City. The researcher narrowed the scope to 
the three boroughs of New York City.  The first districts 
and schools that responded to the researcher’s emails 
were selected to participate in this study. 
In this study, a two-step sampling process was used. 
The first step was purposeful sampling where the re-
searcher deliberately included potential superintendent 
participants based on the availability of bilingual pro-
grams in their districts. The first three superintendents 
that responded and their schools were selected after 
all participants were given an equal opportunity to be 
included in the study. Creswell (2014) recommends that 
selecting a systematic or probabilistic sample randomly 
will ensure “each individual in the population has an 
equal probability of being selected” (p. 158). 

Instrumentation  
Data for this study were obtained through interviews 
administered to two groups of people: (1) superinten-
dents and (2) principals. The two-part interview was 
comprised of 11 questions. One measured observable 
characteristics of principal leadership practices, and the 
other measured the observed practices and shifts associ-
ated with supervisory-coaching. 
The leadership shift of school leaders and critical attri-
butes of professional learning coupled with superviso-
ry-coaching were measured using one-interview instru-
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ments designed by the researcher and tested by a 
panel of five experts. The questions were designed to 
solicit information from principal interviewees about 
the supports they received from their superintendents 
and from the superintendent participants of how they 
provided support to improve achievement for ELL 
students. 
Research instruments are testing devices that are 
used for measuring a given phenomenon (Savenye & 
Robinson, 2004; Wiersma, 2000). This study utilized 
interview questions as the instrument. The questions 
were designed to gather data to address all research 
questions. The investigation also utilized an open-
ended interview question protocol. Additionally, 
open-ended responses have been incorporated into 
the study to help further understand the impact of the 
support provided 
. 
Data Collection Strategies
This study focused on three districts that have been 
identified by NYCDOE as having ELL programs. 
The researcher forwarded a recruitment letter to 
every principal identified by the superintendent as 
having an ELL students or program(s) within their 
schools. The recruitment letter was sent via mail to 
the identified NYCDOE schools. The recruitment 
letters were addressed to the attention of the school 
leader and superintendent only.
Data collection can take place in many different 
manners; hence, collecting and analyzing qualitative 
data is a method used to learn through the individual 
experiences of participants (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 
2007). For this study, qualitative interview data were 
collected and analyzed. 
The researcher made contact with superintendents of 
different districts throughout the city whose con-
tact information is publicly listed on the NYCDOE 
website to confirm if they had ELL programs and to 
obtain a list of the schools with Spanish Bilingual 
students, as well as to learn if the ELL program has 
participated in professional development opportuni-
ties to support ELL student populations and profes-
sional learning to enhance their leadership develop-
ment. 
School leaders and superintendents were recruited 
via email. The email provided them with information 
regarding the study and a request for their voluntary 
participation. At each district a 60 minute, semi-

structured, in-depth interview was conducted with each 
school leader and superintendent. A semi-structured 
interview is a qualitative method of inquiry that com-
bines a pre-determined set of open questions (questions 
that prompt discussion) with the opportunity for the 
interviewer to explore particular themes or responses 
further. The data collected was accurate up to that point 
in time. Informed consent forms were presented to the 
participants prior to data collection and the participants 
were given the opportunity to review the informed con-
sent document before signing two copies, one of which 
they kept. A total number of 12 individuals volunteered 
to participate in the study--one superintendent and three 
principals from the three districts studied. 
Collected data needs to be recorded in a systematic 
manner that will facilitate analysis and the main ways 
of capturing collected data are: transcripts, tapes, notes, 
and memory (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The data re-
cords of a qualitative research study can become “quite 
massive” (Wiersma, 2000, p. 202) and are filled with 
good description, relevant dialogue, pieces of evidence, 
and clues that when put together make analytical sense 
out of what is being studied (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). 
Accordingly, the interviews were audio recorded. The 
researcher relied on unabridged transcripts based on 
original audiotapes of all interviewed. The transcripts 
were in a format that paralleled the subject’s remarks 
along with the researcher’s questions. Each school’s 
data were separately color-coded and each participant 
was assigned a number in order to maintain anonymity. 
The researcher transcribed the tapes. 

Data Analysis 
This researcher organized the data collected in order 
to form a grounded theory study database. Grounded 
theory is simply the discovery of emerging patterns in 
data. Grounded Theory is the generation of theories 
from data (Glaser in Walsh, Holton et al., 2015). The 
researcher obtained the raw data from the participants’ 
interview responses, which informed the data analysis 
and the case study’s conclusions. The analysis of data 
collected in a is a complex process that requires both 
the organization and reduction of that data (Wiersma, 
2000). It consists of examining, categorizing, or oth-
erwise recombining the qualitative evidence in order 
to address the purpose of the study (Yin, 2004). Data 
analysis does not proceed in a linear manner and is an 
ongoing search for general statements about relation-
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ships between categories of data (Marshall & Ross-
man, 1999). 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) based the analytic strategy 
approach used in this study on the constant com-
parative method. The four stages of this method are 
described as: first, comparing incidents applicable 
to each category by coding each incident in the data 
into as many categories of analysis as possible; 
second, integrating the categories and their proper-
ties; third, delimiting the theory; and fourth, writing 
the theory. Bogdan and Biklin (2003) enumerate the 
main points of the constant comparative method as a 
series of steps, which actually “goes on all at once” 
and is “most often used in conjunction with multi-
ple-site studies” (p. 68). 
Since the purpose of this study is to generate knowl-
edge about the common patterns and themes per-
taining to the building of school leadership capacity 
in schools with at least one ELL program, the con-
stant comparative analysis method was a valuable 
way of developing an understanding of that human 
phenomenon within the context in which it was 
experienced. The analysis began with organizing 
the data collected from each site then reading and 
rereading the transcripts of each interview for pat-
terns of key issues, recurrent events, or activities. At 
this point linking supporting archival data and field 
notes along with interview information expanded 
the sense making process. Reflections, notes, and 
insights were recorded in the margins of the work-
ing documents. The next step in the process was to 
begin the detailed analysis of the data with a coding 
process. “Coding is the process of organizing the 
material into chunks before bringing meaning to 
those chunks” (Creswell, 2003, p. 192). This stage 
of the process consisted of taking the raw textual 
data, archival data, and field notes and ‘chunking’ 
the related data into categories. These categories 
were given descriptor phrases or codes. These codes 
were not pre-assigned but emerged from the data 
collected.  
Following the identification of the categories the 
data were combed again to collect and regroup all 
incidents of reference to the categories along with 
the supporting participant quotes. The next step in 
the process was to group and regroup the categories 
that emerged along with their supporting quotes to 
generate the themes that formed the basis of the ma-

jor findings for analysis. It is this ongoing comparison 
of concepts with each other that is the basis of the con-
stant comparative method. The procedure was repeated 
with the raw data collected at each of the schools and 
as a result the major themes were compared across the 
schools, displayed multiple perspectives from partici-
pants, and were supported by diverse quotations and 
specific evidence. 
The participants in this study were asked questions that 
related to their field of knowledge and profession. By 
interviewing participants that have direct experience 
and understanding in the area being studied allowed 
the researcher to gain further perceptions based upon 
participants’ professional experiences (Harper & Cole, 
2012). The audio recording was transcribed by listen-
ing to the recording and typing the narrative. The data 
collected were organized through the process of cod-
ing after the participants had confirmed the transcripts. 
The data were organized and prepared for analysis by 
placing the transcripts of the superintendents and the 
principals in separate folders that were coded based on 
the respective districts. Each individual and district was 
assigned a pseudonym.
Through the process of coding common themes were 
identified as the transcripts were repeatedly read. After 
emergent themes were identified, they were then ana-
lyzed in conjunction with the research questions. The 
researcher began coding using a two-step process. 
Overarching ideas and themes were first identified, then 
more in depth codes were revealed. Detailed trends and 
patterns were identified through the coding process.
Utilizing the research questions, codes were established 
and aligned to the respective questions. “Coding forms 
a transition point in the flow of a research project. “ 
Coding of common phrases and themes were used in 
this study. 
Coding allows “qualitative studies to go beyond de-
scription and theme identification and form complex 
theme identification” (Creswell, 2014, p. 200). Utilizing 
the NVivo software, the 12 interviews were uploaded 
and repetitive phrases and themes were highlighted, 
identifying themes and patterns.

Reliability and Validity   
To validate and confirm that the information recorded 
during the interview process, participants reviewed the 
script for accuracy. Furthermore, member checking was 
utilized in this study to validate the findings. To fur-
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ther ensure consistency of responses, the researcher 
collected data by using the protocol in a consistent 
manner during all 12 face-to-face interviews. A uni-
form interview script and questions were developed 
to ensure a uniform method of data collection. This 
script was followed for each interview. To ensure the 
validity of the study methods aligned with qualita-
tive practices like triangulation, credibility, and 
transferability were managed by analyzing patterns 
and themes throughout the different data sets. This 
was done by reviewing and identifying similarities 
and differences among responses between superin-
tendent and principals under their supervision. 
In this study, participants were asked to review the 
transcribed interviews for accuracy of information. 
“A member check, which is also known as informant 
feedback or respondent validation, is a technique 
used by researchers to help improve the accuracy, 
credibility, validity, and transferability [of qualitative 
research]” (Collins, 2010, p. 168). 
For the purpose of face validity, a panel of five 
bilingual supervisory educational experts was asked 
to review the interview questions designed by the 
researcher. The interview questions were sent to 
the individual members of the panel four times for 
review and their feedback. After multiple revisions 
were made, all panel members conducted a final 
review to ensure accuracy of contact and clarity of 
the questions. Creswell (2014) stated the researcher 
should take back part of the “polished or semi-pol-
ished product” for review and adjustment (p. 202).
In order to increase the validity of the study, trian-
gulation of the data was utilized. As Creswell (2014) 
stated that by triangulating the data you are giv-
ing validity to the study. He further explained, “if 
themes are established based on converging several 
sources of data or perspectives from participants, 
then this process can be claimed as adding to the 
validity to the study” (p. 201). In this study trian-
gulation was applied by comparing the principals’ 
responses with those of the superintendents that 
were interviewed. 

Limitation of the Study
Limitations are influences that the researcher cannot 
control.   They are the shortcomings, conditions, or 
influences that cannot be controlled by the research-
er that place restrictions on the researcher’s meth-
odology and conclusions (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 

2009). One of the limitations within the study was es-
tablishing face-to-face interviews with the candidates. 
Superintendents and principals have very busy sched-
ules that made it difficult to arrange face-to-face inter-
views. Face-to-face interviews were conducted with 
ten of the participants, and telephone interviews were 
conducted with two of the participants. Interviews 
conducted on the telephone did not have the benefit 
of gestures and facial expressions that were witnessed 
during face-to-face interviews. Another limitation of 
this study was that the researcher is a superintendent, 
and the position of the researcher could of created a 
level of unease for the participants.
 
Organization of the Study
 This dissertation is organized in five chapters. 
The first chapter introduces the research problem. 
The literature review is presented in chapter two and 
provides an analysis of prior studies and literature in 
the subject. Chapter three outlines the methods and 
procedures used to collect qualitative data to analyze. 
Within this chapter the participants are described, the 
instrument used is described, and data collection and 
analysis process are explained. Chapter four presents 
data analysis. The last chapter summarizes the find-
ings, states conclusions, and provides recommenda-
tions derived from the study.

Literature Review 
Supervisory-Coaching for Change with ELL Students 
in Mind
Coaching has been defined in various ways. For in-
stance, Wilkins (2000) defined coaching as “an inter-
action between coach and client, where the coaching 
Purpose, Process, and Relationship interdependently 
function: seeking to develop the client to their fullest 
potential” (p. 153). Witherspoon (2000) defined coach-
ing as:
an action-learning process to enhance effective action 
and learning agility. It involves a professional relation-
ship and a deliberate, personalized process to provide 
an executive client with valid information, free and in-
formed choices based on that information, and internal 
commitment to those choices (p.167).
There are no two coaching definitions that are alike. 
Hence, the lack of an amalgamated definition for 
coaching makes it challenging for the field to engage 
in common practices and approaches around the work 
(Hamlin, Ellinger, & Beattie, 2009). These inconsis-
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the system (Bennett & Bush, 2014). Research has shown 
that people can change in ways that are promising for 
an organization, and this change can be sustained over 
an extended period of time (Thompson et al., 2008). 
Thompson et al. (2008) further adds that in order for 
individuals to change they need others to support them. 
The coach can serve as the support for individuals who 
need to grow within organizations (Boyatzis, Howard, 
Rapisarda, & Taylor, 2004). Coaches, according to 
Boyatzis, Howard, Rapisarda, and Taylor (2004), range from: 
‘consigliere’ (i.e., trusted advisor) aspect to their prac-
tice, to social workers and therapists deciding to use 
their skills with people facing work challenges instead of 
anxiety attacks or eating disorders. The ranks of coaches 
are growing at a prodigious rate all over the world. The 
personal attention is both attractive and private. It does 
not require disclosing one’s foibles or vulnerabilities in 
front of others. In many countries and cultures in which 
the ‘boss’ is to be respected, feared, and not addressed 
with informality, executive coaches provide a convenient 
and safe way to explore development and change (p. 30).
 According to Bennett and Bush (2014), the root 
meaning of the verb “to coach is to carry or convey a 
valued person from where she is to where she wants to 
be while supporting them in the process” (p. 13). In a 
similar manner, when individuals are coached, the coach 
supports an individual from where they are to where 
they or the organization wants to be within the change 
possibilities made available to them.  Other research 
suggests that coaching is intended to build the coachee’s 
skills and abilities through a variety of relationships, 
with the overarching intent of helping (Bennett, 2006; 
Lane, Rostron, & Stelter, 2010). 
Furthermore, Schein (2009) stated that many see coach-
ing as a form of help or support to do a job or task better. 
Coaching can be seen as a “helping relationship.” There 
are many forms of helping relationships; for instance, 
these relationships can include coaching, counseling, 
teaching or training, and mentoring (Schein, 2009). In 
many cases individuals incorrectly refer to coaching as 
other forms of helping relations, but coaching is a very 
specific discipline with specific processes and practices 
(Schein, 2009).  
Coaching differs from mentoring in that the coach is 
often external to the organization and has not held the 
role that the coaching client performs (Bennett & Bush, 
2014). While Rock and Schwartz (2006) states “coach-
ing tends to focus on solutions and asking or evok-

tencies lead Hamlin, Ellinger, and Beattie (2009) to 
engage in the analysis of 36 different definitions of 
coaching highlighted in different academic journals 
to develop a common definition. As a result they 
concluded that coaching is “a helping and facilita-
tive process that enables individuals, groups/teams 
and organizations to acquire new skills, to improve 
existing skills, competence and performance, and 
to enhance their personal effectiveness or personal 
development or personal growth” (Hamlin R. G., El-
linger A. E., Beattie R. S. 2009, p. 18). Furthermore, 
Hamlin et al. (2009) define executive coaching as a: 
process that primarily (but not exclusively) takes 
place within a one-to-one helping and facilitative 
relationship between a coach and an executive (or a 
manager) that enables the executive (or manager) to 
achieve personal, job, or organizational related goals 
with an intention to improve organizational perfor-
mance (p. 18).
According to Grant and Palmer (2003) coaching is 
described as an opportunity to enhance well-being 
and performance and the personal life and work 
domain of individuals, underpinned by models of 
supports grounded in established adult learning or 
psychological approaches. On a similar note, Bless-
ingwhite (2008, p. 3) stated, “coaching is helping 
another person figure out the best way to achieve his 
or her goals, build skill sets or expertise, and pro-
duce the results the organization needs.” In fact, or-
ganizations like the International Coach Federation 
(ICF) identify coaching as a partnership between 
the coachee and coach that is thought-provoking 
and provide opportunities for creative process that 
inspire the individual to maximize their personal and 
professional potential (ICF, 2008). Others see coach-
ing as “a development process that builds a leader’s 
capabilities to achieve professional and organiza-
tional goals” (Graduate School Alliance for Execu-
tive Coaching, 2012, p. 23).
Bennett and Bush (2014) suggested that coaching is 
intended to change elements of performance, devel-
opment, and even transformation of individuals and 
groups, which in turn can potentially impact changes 
in organizations and systems. In a similar manner, 
leadership coaching holds the promise of mov-
ing the individual in a better direction or to a more 
desired state to support the organization they work 
within and engage in positive change that supports 
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ing, rather than telling or problem solving” (p. 9). 
Wilkins (2000) describes mentoring as:
A one-on-one relationship where an experienced 
member of an organization (mentor) offers advice, 
feedback, and support to a less experienced, usually 
younger member of an organization (protégé) for 
the purpose of aiding the mentee in learning about 
organizational culture, structure, and practice so that 
the mentee may advance in the organization and in 
their career (p. 5).
Coaching also differs from therapy, since therapy 
focuses on healing past wounds. Coaching is action-
oriented and focused on the future while focused on 
being grounded in the past as context for the present 
and future (Bennett & Bush, 2014). To further add, 
Kilburg (2000) recommended that coaches develop 
awareness of the psychological influences at work 
in any complex relationship and the extent to which 
unconscious forces shape behavior at the individual, 
group, and organization levels. Moreover, coaching 
consists of a relationship of three individuals, which 
include the coach, the client, and the organization.
Unlike individual psychotherapy, in which the goal 
is exclusively increased personal effectiveness, the 
primary goal of executive coaching is for the busi-
ness itself to become more successful. This is ac-
complished by increasing the client’s personal effec-
tiveness, but also by using interventions to help the 
organizational system become more effective (Kiel, 
Rimmer, Williams, & Doyle, 1996, p. 69).
 In summary, coaching is a tool that can be 
utilized by leaders at all levels within an institution 
to support individuals, groups, and organizations 
prepare for change and excel in the process (Bennett 
& Bush, 2014). Also, research by Bennett and Bush 
has found that coaching is a skill that can be taught, 
and its essential elements can be developed through 
time. There are many different approaches to coach-
ing, but in essence its focus is client centered, action 
oriented, result focused, and supportive of behav-
ioral change. In order to achieve mastery within this 
work, there must be self-awareness on the part of the 
client and the coach (Bennett & Bush, 2014).

Supervisory-Coaching for Change 
The school leader’s role as the key driver of orga-
nizational change has developed rapidly, leading 
to significant shifts to what traditionally has been 

expected of the American school leaders (Babb, 2008). 
The role of the school leader has changed during the past 
50 years and has changed more rapidly during the past 
10 years (Babb, 2008). In the 1950s, principals served 
as administrators responsible for hiring and supervis-
ing staff, maintaining the physical plant, overseeing 
operation of school programs, and maintaining budgets 
(Hallinger, “as cited” in Lockwood, 2006). This quickly 
changed in the 1960s and 70s when the federal govern-
ment developed an interest in curricula, shifting school 
leaders focus to classroom effectiveness (Hallinger, “as 
cited” in Lockwood, 2006).  A few years later, the pub-
lication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 shifted the school 
leaders’ role by establishing an expectation that the 
school leader was responsible for bringing about in-
structional changes (Hallinger, “as cited” in Lockwood, 
2006). Hence, the school leader is now responsible for 
managing the schools daily operations, while ensuring 
that pedagogues were teaching and students were learn-
ing simultaneously. The shifting expectations around the 
role required that the school leader developed expertise 
in teaching and learning together with being able to 
manage personnel and community expectations, which 
is a by-product of rapid organizational change (Babb, 
2008).  Also the role of the superintendent is also shift-
ing and becoming more of a coaching role, while learn-
ing to provide professional learning opportunities to 
support and build the capacity of school leaders within 
their respective districts (Babb, 2008).  
Superintendents and building school leaders are the pri-
mary gatekeepers for educational change (Brooks, Jean-
Marie, Normore & Hodgins, 2007; Fullan, 2001). Ac-
cordingly, Tupa and McFadden (2009) found that when 
the district office and school-level administrators applied 
a “web of instructional leadership,” student achieve-
ment as measured by standardized assessments increased 
(p. 555). Henceforth, it is essential for superintendents 
to support their school leaders (Tupa & McFadden, 
2009). These supports coupled with capacity building 
around how to effectively support the development of 
students within their schools will yield positive changes 
in student’s academic achievement (Tupa & McFadden, 
2009). 
Within the United States, approximately 20% of students 
in the public school educational system have a primary 
home language that is not English (Meyer, Madden, & 
McGrath, 2005). As a result, these students bring many 
different languages to the classroom (Kindler, 2002). 
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For the most part, large numbers of immigrants have 
historically settled in large urban areas, but they 
have also been settling in cities, suburbs, and rural 
areas across the country (Kindler, 2002; Meyer et al., 
2005; Zehr, 2008). English language learners (ELLs) 
are enrolled in schools and classrooms that have not 
traditionally served linguistically diverse learners. 
It is expected that the ELL population will double 
by 2050. Most, if not all, teachers are likely to teach 
ELLs in the coming years (Meskill, 2005).
School leadership that knows how to effectively 
support ELLs is one of the most important facts to 
ensure the success of this student population (August 
& Hakuta, 1998; Reyes, 2006; Shaw, 2003; Walquí, 
2000). Leadership exists in different forms within a 
school; however, the principal is the one person who 
can have the most influence for the long-term success 
of ELLs programs (Reyes, 2006). In particular, effec-
tive principals demonstrate leadership for ELLs by 
promoting justice in schools (Shields, 2004), raising 
issues concerning equity (Cambron, McCabe & Mc-
Carthy, 2005) and supporting inclusive practices to 
meet the needs of a diverse student population (Riehl, 
2000). 
School structures where ELL services are brought 
to the students in heterogeneous general education 
classrooms eliminates pullout and separate ESL 
classrooms and services produce better outcomes 
for ELLs (Sapon-Shevin, 2003). The needs of ELL 
students are distinct from those of students with dis-
abilities, and language diversity is not being con-
strued as a deficit or disability Sapon-Shevin (2003). 
The idea of inclusive service is used to exemplify a 
philosophy that needs to undergird school policy and 
services. Sapon-Shevin (2003) explains, “Inclusion is 
not about disability; instead, inclusion is about social 
justice. By embracing inclusion as a model of social 
justice, we can create a world fit for all of us” (pp. 
26, 28). Students are valued for their unique abilities 
(i.e., language, etc.) and included as an essential part 
of a school community that is purposefully designed 
to accept and embrace diversity as strength, not a 
weakness.
Through supervisory-coaching the superintendent can 
build on the knowledge base of the school leader by 
providing additional knowledge and expertise that 
will increase achievement for all students including 
ELLs (Salsberry & Smiley, 2007, p. ix). It follows, 

then that without leadership support, the children who 
are struggling to acquire even the basic skills in their 
second language begin to fall behind academically, 
creating an achievement gap that only widens over time 
(Facella et al., 2005). Elmore states, “the purpose of 
leadership is the improvement of instructional practice 
and performance, regardless of the role” (2004, p. 67). 
The future for ELL students will be more challenging 
because of the lack of educational opportunities and 
the implications for the long-term impact to society 
if principal leadership at a school does not effectively 
close the achievement gap through effective interven-
tions that allow for catch-up growth (Cooper, Chard, & 
Kiger, 2006). In order to accomplish this, school lead-
ers must build their pedagogical capacity to learn how 
to strategically and effectively support ELLs. Further-
more, the school superintendent has to create support 
and accountability systems to ensure that school leaders 
support teachers in the implementation of research-
based instructional practices to support these students 
(Brooks, Adams, & Morita-Mullaney, 2010).

Professional Learning and its Impact on Student 
Achievement
Babb (2008) found that English language learners 
(ELLs) constitute the most chronically underperform-
ing segment of the nation’s students; as a group, their 
difficulties range from high transiency and dropout 
rates to poor achievement on academic measures to low 
family involvement and support. School leaders with 
significant numbers of ELLs face heighten account-
ability alongside other challenges, yielding consensus 
that the principal plays a critical role in school improve-
ment (Cotton, 2003; Whittaker, 2003). Yet few school 
leaders of many of these schools receive adequate 
training (Barth, 1990). A limited number of school 
leaders serving this student population have access to 
well-designed, long-term professional learning oppor-
tunities focused on sustained improvement for ELLs 
(Babb, 2008). Schools that have been most successful 
in supporting ELLs have school leaders that know how 
to develop focused goals and support the staff to see the 
connections between the goals and student achievement 
(Alemán, Delgado-Bernal, & Garavito, 2009). 
 “The purpose of leadership is the improvement 
of instructional practice and performance, regardless 
of the role” (Elmore, 2004, p. 7). The future of ELL 
students will be more challenging because of the lack 
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of educational opportunities and the implications for 
long-term impact to society if principal leadership 
at a school does not effectively close the achieve-
ment gap through effective interventions that allow 
for catch-up growth (Cooper, Chard & Kiger, 2006). 
Educators alongside district and school leaders, are 
under pressure to understand the current state of 
the educational system while also finding ways to 
revamp existing instructional practices to improve 
student achievement levels (Harvey, 2011). Through 
the work of the Wallace Foundation, the educational 
field has been building a better understanding of 
the complexities of school leadership in new and 
meaningful ways (Harvey, 2011). Knapp, Copland, 
Honig, Plecki, and Portin (2010) have highlighted 
the importance of effective school leadership hav-
ing a clear learning goal for the academic success of 
all students within their school improvement plan 
(Knapp, Copland, Honig, Plecki, & Portin, 2010). 
Researchers have found an “empirical link between 
school leadership and improved student academic 
achievement” (Leithwood, et. al., 2010).  Effec-
tive leadership practices lead to improved student 
academic success. To accomplish this, Schlueter 
and Walker have found that the role of the principal 
influences not only indirectly, but also directly on 
the school’s learning climate for all types of learn-
ers (Schlueter and Walker, 2008). A qualitative study 
conducted by Aleman, Johnson, and Perez (2009) 
used a longitudinal investigation that indicated that 
principals must thoroughly understand how to teach 
students on or above grade level standards to sup-
port teachers to improve student achievement. Most 
importantly, school leaders must be proficient in un-
derstanding what good instruction looks like for the 
lowest achieving, most intensive students and how 
to implement effective instructional strategies and 
programs systematically to close the gap (Aleman 
et al., 2009). Hallinger (2005) stated that principals 
need to be able to develop school-wide improvement 
plans that fast-track (accelerate learning) learning 
for the most at risk students, the majority of whom 
are ELLs, in order to close the achievement gap in 
the smallest amount of time. “Similarly, effective 
Professional Learning is connected to questions of 
content and pedagogy that educators are asking-or 
should be asking-about the consequences of their 
instructional practices on real students as well as in 
general questions about effective teaching practices” 

(Elmore, 2002, p. 7). 
Consequently, “successful Professional Learning--be-
cause it is specifically designed to improve student learn-
ing--should be evaluated continuously and primarily on 
the basis of the effect it has on student achievement” 
(Elmore, 2002, p. 9). Too often professional learning is 
not directly linked or assessed by determining its impact 
on student outcome and performance (Elmore, 2002).
Currently in the New York City Department of Educa-
tion, schools provide professional learning opportuni-
ties for teachers and other staff within the school every 
Monday and Tuesday of the week. When principals are 
asked what is the purpose and expected outcome of the 
professional learning, they rarely align it with student 
achievement or improvement (NYCDOE, 2017). Hence, 
in order to develop effective professional learning oppor-
tunities that improve student outcomes, school leaders 
need to carefully assess their teacher development plans 
and ensure that they are directly linked to student perfor-
mance or achievement (NYCDOE, 2017).  
 In summary, the research outlines the importance 
of professional learning being directly connected to stu-
dent learning, some school systems don’t always reflect 
or implement this idea. Usually the problem around pro-
fessional learning lies with how people use knowledge, 
whether they will use it to, once again, affirm the self-
fulfilling prophecy that some schools and the students 
in them are “better” than others, or whether they will 
enable all schools to become competent and powerful 
agents of their own improvement (Elmore, 2002).

District Level Leadership and Student Outcomes
The educational field has acquired a significant amount 
of research regarding the influence school leaders and 
teachers have on student achievement. Less is known 
about how superintendents’ leadership impact student 
results (Hough, 2014). In many instances, superinten-
dents are seen as too disconnected from the classroom to 
have measureable effectives on student learning (Hough, 
2014).  “Superintendents reported that the largest moti-
vator for accepting their positions was a desire to have a 
greater impact on student achievement, yet only 42.5% 
of superintendents believe that they are very effective” 
(Glass & Franceschini, 2007, p. 8). In an effort to iden-
tify the effectiveness district superintendents have on 
student outcome and characteristics of effective superin-
tendents, Waters and Marzano (2006) examined the re-
sults of 27 studies that determine the influence of school 
district leaders on student achievement. The research 

59



  N
EW

 YORK ACADEM
Y    O

F PUBLIC EDUCATIO
N

involved 2,817 school districts and the achievement 
scores of 3.4 million students. Waters and Marzano 
found statistically significant findings between five 
district-level leadership responsibilities and student 
achievement. These five responsibilities focused 
their attention on setting district-wide goals coupled 
with maintaining the district focused around teach-
ing and learning (Waters & Marzano, 2006). 
The findings in the McREL (2006) study initially 
identified perplexing results between principal 
autonomy and district level control over principal 
supervision. For instance, superintendent direct-
ing or influencing decisions made by the principal 
resulted in positive outcomes around student learn-
ing. The study also found that building principal 
autonomy had a positive correlation of 0.28 with 
average student achievement (Waters & Marzano, 
2006). This finding indicates that an increase in 
building autonomy is associated with an increase 
in student achievement. The study also identified 
no correlation between site-based management and 
student achievement (Waters & Marzano, 2006). The 
researchers found that this contradiction made sense 
when examining the five district-level leadership 
responsibilities identified in this study-goal-setting 
process, non-negotiable goals, board alignment and 
support of district goals, and monitoring goals for 
achievement and teaching. Coupled with the idea 
that “the superintendent provides autonomy to prin-
cipals to lead their schools, but expects alignment on 
district goals and use of resources for Professional 
Learning” (Waters & Marzano, 2006, p. 4). This 
allows the school leaders to lead within the boundar-
ies defined by the district goals (Waters & Marzano, 
2006).
Petersen and Barnett (2005) also provided support 
for the importance of superintendents’ accountabil-
ity behaviors. They examined seven studies seek-
ing common behaviors among superintendents in 
districts with high achievement. They found that 
superintendents in high-achieving districts devel-
oped collaborative goals, evaluated the effective-
ness of instruction, and monitored results. Shelton 
(2010) found that the time spent by superintendents 
on instructional activities, as measured by their own 
perceptions, had a relationship with longitudinal, 
district-level reading and mathematics scores. 

District and School Leadership Influence in the 
Success of ELLs
Within the United States, approximately 20% of 
students in the public school educational system have 
a primary home language that is not English (Meyer, 
Madden, & McGrath, 2005). As a result, these stu-
dents bring many different languages to the classroom 
(Kindler, 2002). For the most part, large numbers of 
immigrants have historically settled in large urban 
areas, but they have also been settling in cities, sub-
urbs, and rural areas across the country (Kindler, 2002; 
Meyer et al., 2005; Zehr, 2008). English language 
learners (ELLs) are enrolled in schools and classrooms 
that have not traditionally served linguistically diverse 
learners. It is expected that the ELL population will 
double by 2050. Most, if not all, teachers are likely to 
teach ELLs in the coming years (Meskill, 2005).
School leadership that knows how to effectively sup-
port ELLs is one of the most important facts to ensure 
the success of this student population (August & Ha-
kuta, 1998; Reyes, 2006; Shaw, 2003; Walquí, 2000). 
Leadership exists in different forms within a school; 
however, the principal is the one person who can have 
the most influence for the long-term success of ELLs 
programs (Reyes, 2006). In particular, effective prin-
cipals demonstrate leadership for ELLs by promoting 
justice in schools (Shields, 2004), raising issues con-
cerning equity (Cambron, McCabe & McCarthy, 2005) 
and supporting inclusive practices to meet the needs of 
a diverse student population (Riehl, 2000). 
School structures where ELL services are brought 
to the students in heterogeneous general education 
classrooms eliminates pullout and separate ESL class-
rooms and services produce better outcomes for ELLs 
(Sapon-Shevin, 2003). The needs of ELL students are 
distinct from those of students with disabilities, and 
language diversity is not being construed as a deficit or 
disability Sapon-Shevin (2003). The idea of inclusive 
service is used to exemplify a philosophy that needs 
to undergird school policy and services. Sapon-Shevin 
(2003) explains, “Inclusion is not about disability; 
instead, inclusion is about social justice. By embracing 
inclusion as a model of social justice, we can create a 
world fit for all of us” (pp. 26, 28). Students are val-
ued for their unique abilities (i.e., language, etc.) and 
included as an essential part of a school community 
that is purposefully designed to accept and embrace 
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diversity as strength, not a weakness.
Through supervisory-coaching the superintendent 
can build on the knowledge base of the school 
leader by providing additional knowledge and ex-
pertise that will increase achievement for all stu-
dents including ELLs (Salsberry & Smiley, 2007, p. 
ix). It follows, then that without leadership support, 
the children who are struggling to acquire even the 
basic skills in their second language begin to fall be-
hind academically, creating an achievement gap that 
only widens over time (Facella et al., 2005). Elmore 
states, “the purpose of leadership is the improve-
ment of instructional practice and performance, 
regardless of the role” (2004, p. 67). The future for 
ELL students will be more challenging because 
of the lack of educational opportunities and the 
implications for the long-term impact to society if 
principal leadership at a school does not effectively 
close the achievement gap through effective inter-
ventions that allow for catch-up growth (Cooper, 
Chard, & Kiger, 2006). In order to accomplish this, 
school leaders must build their pedagogical capacity 
to learn how to strategically and effectively support 
ELLs. Furthermore, the school superintendent has to 
create support and accountability systems to ensure 
that school leaders support teachers in the imple-
mentation of research-based instructional practices 
to support these students (Brooks, Adams, & Mori-
ta-Mullaney, 2010).

Summary of Findings
Research Question One: What beliefs do school 
leaders hold regarding supervisory-coaching and 
professional development as it supports the aca-
demic success of their ELL student population? 
The findings from research question one indicated 
that all the superintendent participants believed that 
the main role of supervisory-coaching is to provide 
opportunities for principals to participate in profes-
sional learning opportunities, while getting to know 
their areas of development to build on their capacity. 
Superintendents also viewed supervisory-coaching 
as a way to get to professionally know their princi-
pals and their development needs. They emphasized 
the importance of assessing what principals need to 
further develop in order to support improved in-
structional practices within their schools and student 
achievement. 

The findings also indicated superintendents believe that 
professional development and supervisory-coaching’s 
main role is to support individuals acquiring the skills 
and tools they need to do their job more effectively.  All 
the superintendents in this study also recognized that 
coaching and professional development supports could 
come in many forms. For instance, they can happen 
through an informal dialogue, structured professional 
development, and/or one-on-one coaching. 
Additionally, superintendents believed that supporting 
principals to set high standards for ELLs had an im-
pact on improving school programs and instructional 
practices, although there was variation evident on ap-
proach.  For instance, some superintendents believed 
that academic and instructional support doesn’t have to 
be differentiated for ELLs as long as it’s focused on set-
ting high standards for all students while others believed 
that coaching specifically targeted to deepen a leader’s 
capacity to improve academic and instructional supports 
for ELLs was pivotal to their development and ability to 
support educators in the schools that served them. 
All nine participating principals saw themselves as 
coaches and/or professional developers as a result of 
coaching from their superintendents. They believed 
supervisory-coaching and professional development sup-
ports helped them strengthen the capacity of their teach-
ers to effectively support ELLs as well as all students 
within their schools. For example, superintendent D2S 
stated, “I set focus groups and coaching sessions with 
my teachers to further their development.” All principals 
believed they extended the supports provided by their 
superintendent to teachers because they wanted to share 
practices that would improve instruction for all students 
including ELLs. 
 Research question two: What qualities of their 
supervisory-coaching and professional development 
support do school leaders believe facilitate change? The 
findings for research question two indicated that super-
intendent and principals alike expressed that building 
trusting relationships are at the forefront of being able 
to engage in the work effectively and leading change 
within the organization. The principals believed that they 
would not be able to engage in the work openly with 
their supervisory-coach if they did not feel they could 
trust their supervisors and be able to express themselves 
openly. In a similar manner, superintendents believe that 
the work cannot be done if coachees do not trust them or 
feel they can have open honest conversations about their needs. 
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Superintendent participants identified coaching and 
professional learning as essential in the development of 
school leaders and teachers to effectively support ELL 
students within their schools. While most principals 
felt the same, two found it difficult to engage in coach-
ing relationships that were fully transparent with their 
supervisor. This was due to the evaluation or rating ele-
ment that was associated with their supervisor. 

Conclusions 
 Several conclusions were made based on the 
findings. The first conclusion is that the superintendent 
and principal participants in this study believed that 
one role of supervisory-coaching is to build the school 
leaders capacity to better support the diverse needs of 
their student population especially ELLs. Superinten-
dents coached principals to develop their understand-
ing around how to support ELLs within their schools 
because they observed that many of their principals 
lacked the training on how to do this work. Hence, 
principals identified supervisory-coaching as one of the 
tools that helped them develop their capacity to better 
support ELLs as well as all students more effectively. 
This connects with Bennett and Bush’s (2014) research 
that found that leadership coaching holds the promise 
of moving the capacity of an individual to a more de-
sired state to support the organization they work within 
and engage in positive change that supports the system 
(Bennett & Bush, 2014). It also aligns with Walqui’s 
(2013) study, which has shown the importance of de-
veloping the capacity of school leaders to understand 
how to most effectively support ELLs (Walqui, 2013).
In addition, principals enter the principalships with 
uneven training and experiences. Superintendents pro-
vided coaching and professional development in areas 
principals needed development in to build their capac-
ity and they found serving ELLs was an area they need 
to further develop. Supervisory-coaching coupled with 
professional development support principals to acquire 
the tools necessary to establish programs that support 
ELL students. Consequently, principals believe that 
supervisory-coaching and professional learning op-
portunities help them build their capacity as leaders to 
support all students including ELL students within their 
schools. This also aligns with Codding and Trucker’s 
(2002) research finding that showed inadequacies with 
the certification process of school leaders. They found 
the process often exclude the necessary tools and train-
ing that lead to successful school leadership development.

All superintendent and principal participants identi-
fied the importance of collaboration among all stake-
holders as an essential element to bring about change 
within an organization. All participants believed that 
collaboration among teachers, principals, and super-
intendents improve learning for students; thereby, 
increasing school-based and state assessment out-
comes. Also, superintendent participants believe sig-
nificant instructional changes within schools occur 
when school leaders emphasized professional devel-
opment and collaboration among all the members of 
the school community. Moreover, superintendents 
believe in order for change to occur through coach-
ing, the coachee must feel they can engage in honest, 
trusting, and transparent (open dialogue that could 
potentially highlight weaknesses) conversations. 
 Research question three: What are the essen-
tial supervisory-coaching and professional develop-
ment processes that enable organizational change to 
support school leaders to design programs that sup-
port ELLs? The findings in this study for research 
question three indicated Principal Performance Ob-
servations (PPOs) supported change within schools 
because they provided an opportunity for superinten-
dents and principals to observe practices and identify 
potential areas of growth. These practices allow the 
organization as a whole to apply changes that im-
pact instructional practices throughout the district 
because principals took the feedback provided by 
their superintendents and modified practices within 
their school to improve teaching and learning. With 
respect to improving and designing programs for 
ELLs, superintendents and principals perceived that 
PPO visits have yielded improvements in school 
wide practices for ELLs and all students. Further-
more, superintendents believed that by strengthening 
school-based programs for ELLs through PPO visits, 
they in turn strengthened practices for the district as 
a whole.
Moreover, all participants believed that PPO visits 
supported change within their learning institutions 
and improved ELL programs within their schools. 
They believed this was possible as a result of ob-
serving practices and collaboratively identifying ar-
eas in need of improvement or further development. 
Action plans to further develop areas of improve-
ment were designed by the principal in support with 
the superintendent to address the needs within the 
school and improve instructional practices. 
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 Secondly, it was concluded that superinten-
dents and principals believed that trust was impor-
tant to build relationships that supported change. 
For instance, principals identified having trusting 
relationships with the supervisor-coach as essential 
to enable conversations that lead to the identifica-
tion of areas of growth and strengths. Hence, this 
relationship is one of the facts that yield positive 
changes within an organization. Also, superinten-
dent participants also believe that before the work 
can be done they have to establish trusting relation-
ships that allow honest and open dialogue of how 
to improve the work believe that the work cannot 
be done if coachees don’t trust them or feel they 
can have open honest conversations about their 
needs. Witherspoon’s (2000) findings align to the 
outcomes of this study found coaching to be: 
an action-learning process to enhance effective 
action and learning agility. It involves a profes-
sional relationship and a deliberate, personalized 
process to provide an executive client with valid 
information, free and informed choices based on 
the information, and internal commitment to those 
choices. (p. 167)
Moreover, superintendents believe that in order for 
change to occur through coaching, the coachees 
must feel they can engage in honest, trusting, and 
transparent conversations. 
In addition, it can be concluded that participants 
found collaboration among all stakeholders as an 
essential element to bring about change within 
an organization. All participants believe that col-
laboration among teachers, principals, and super-
intendents improve learning for students; thereby, 
increasing school-based and state assessment 
outcomes. Also, superintendent participants believe 
significant instructional shifts within schools occur 
when school leaders prioritize professional devel-
opment and collaboration among all the members 
of the school community. 
 Thirdly, it was concluded that principals 
and superintendents find Principal Performance 
Observation (PPOs) aid in building the capacity of 
leaders to identify areas of further development. 
It can also be further concluded that both superin-
tendents and principal see professional learning in 
combination from PPOs or isolation also support 
the development of the school leader. This agrees 

with the findings of Bennett and Bush (2014) that sug-
gested coaching should be intended to change elements 
of performance, development, and even transformation 
of individuals and groups, which in turn can potentially 
impact changes in organizations and systems. 
Principals identified themselves as supervisory-coaches 
of their teachers in similar ways that their superinten-
dents were to them. It can be concluded that a princi-
pal’s one-on-one coaching coupled with professional 
learning opportunities helped develop their capacity as 
well as their teachers. In a similar manner, Bennett and 
Bush’s research suggests that leadership coaching holds 
the promise of moving the individual in a better direc-
tion or to a more desired state to support the organiza-
tion they work within and engage in positive change 
that supports the system (Bennett & Bush, 2014).
It can be further concluded the principals in this study 
believe coaching sessions with their supervisory-coach 
allowed them to think differently and reflect upon what 
is happening in the classrooms versus what teachers 
need to do in the classroom. In their opinion, these 
coaching sessions help them to reflect on their leader-
ship practices by putting more focus on their practices 
regarding leadership, evaluation, and school programs. 
They also believed their superintendents are support-
ing them as instructional leaders. From their point of 
view, the superintendent seems to be well prepared to 
train them to recognize the various elements of teaching 
and learning, which in turn allows them to reflect and 
discuss the instructional practices they observe in the 
classrooms. 
 It can be concluded from this study that super-
intendents believed that a persistent, instructionally 
focused superintendent has an impact on improving 
schools. They believe this can be accomplished by sup-
porting school leaders to set high standards for ELLs. 
They believed this was accomplished by improving the 
ways they supported and developed their teachers while 
giving them sufficient latitude to act according to indi-
vidual site characteristics. Similarly, Elmore’s research 
found that “effective professional learning is focused 
on the improvement of student learning through the 
improvement of the skill and knowledge of educator” 
(Elmore, 2002, p. 7). This study also found that super-
intendents and principals believed improving principal 
capacity on how to support ELLs and other students 
also improved student outcomes. All principals reported 
to have documented student gains as a result of the sup-
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port they received to build their instructional capac-
ity. Similarly, Hamlin (2009) also noted that:
is a process that primarily (but not exclusively) takes 
place within a one-to-one helping and facilitative 
relationship between a coach and an executive (or 
manager) that enables the executive (or manager) to 
achieve personal, job, or organizational related goals 
with an intention to improve organizational perfor-
mance (p. 18).
Additionally, it is concluded that superintendent 
and principal participants see PPO visits as tools 
of change within their learning institutions. They 
see these visits as a tool for change because PPO’s 
have resulted in improved practices for ELL stu-
dents (stronger programs to support ELLs). This was 
accomplished through designing a plan of action, 
which addressed the instructional needs and program 
improvements for ELLs and all students. It has also 
been concluded that superintendent participants 
identified coaching and professional learning as es-
sential in the development of the school leader and 
teachers to effectively support ELL students within 
their schools. One of the challenges principal partici-
pants highlighted was the supervisory nature of their 
relationship with their superintendent. They found 
it challenging at times to be completely open about 
their areas of growth.
Recommendations 
Recommendations for Policy and Practice: Based on 
the themes and findings that emerged from this study, 
the following recommendations are suggested: 
1.   Although we have national standards from the 
National Policy Board for Educational Administra-
tion (NPBEA) for principals, they only address di-
versity in a general manner, but they do not address 
the needs of English language learners. Further-
more, currently there is a lack of national standards 
for superintendents to abide by. The University of 
Washington has established set of standards, but they 
are still not nationally recognized. Hence, New York 
State or policy makers in Washington, DC establish a 
set of standards that include essential skills and com-
petencies that principals should acquire before enter-
ing the principalship that address the need of ELLs. 
This will ensure principals coming in to the work 
will have a common set of skills and competencies. 
These competencies should include understanding 
effective instructional practices to support special 

populations including ELLs.  
2.   Superintendents throughout the study highlighted 
that they wished they had more time in their schedule 
to meet one-on-one with principals. They believed hav-
ing additional deputies and smaller ratios of principals 
to support would allow them to support principals in 
a more comprehensive manner. To effectively support 
school leaders, superintendent to principal ratios should 
be reduced. This can be accomplished through the ad-
dition of deputy superintendents to support the instruc-
tional development of school leaders. This work will 
provide additional coaching time to move the learning 
for principals and teachers throughout the district.
3.   New York City Department of Education (NYC-
DOE) should consider reviewing principal training 
programs to ensure they prepare principals to effec-
tively support and serve ELL students. Additionally, 
principal development programs within the NYCDOE 
should be redesigned to ensure that principals are effec-
tively trained and prepared to work with diverse student 
populations but most importantly to work with ELLs. 
Especially since the principals that participated in this 
study believed that they were not well prepared to serve 
this student population adequately when they started 
as principals. This is becoming more and more criti-
cal when the number of ELLs throughout the country 
continues to increase but personnel is ill equip to meet 
the needs of these students. 
4.   NYCDOE should train new principals using on-
line, experiential modules designed by the Division of 
English Language Learners to provide foundational and 
instructional base knowledge about ELLs for coherence 
across all schools. 
5.   NYCDOE should provide strategic action plan-
ning check-ins between key Field Support Center staff 
(Deputy Director, Specialized Student Support, and 
Deputy Director for ELLs and ELL Service Coordina-
tor), superintendent, and new principals to develop 
an action plan aligned with learning’s from the online 
modules and school visions for ELLs.
6.   NYCDOE should create an accessible data reposi-
tory that houses key information including program-
ming (schedule) design, ELL services, work processes, 
and other infrastructures/processes used in NYC 
schools as a resource for new principals.
Recommendations for Future Research 
 The purpose of this qualitative, grounded theory 
study of three districts within NYCDOE was to explore 
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what are the potential effects of supervisory-coach-
ing and professional development in the growth and 
development of principals in New York City (NYC) 
to effectively implement programs that support 
ELLs within their school communities to achieve 
academic excellence. 
The recommendations for future research: 
1.  It is recommended that this study be replicated to 
include more superintendent and principal partici-
pants. This will add to the body of knowledge about 
what principals need to learn and be able to do to 
effectively support ELL students.  
2.   It is recommended that a study be conducted to 
help inform NYCDOE’s hiring practices to iden-
tify the qualities and skills they seek in leadership 
candidates and how those qualities and skills impact 
their work in practice. To further add, it also recom-
mended that NYCDOE incorporates hiring practices 
that look at the candidate’s readiness to support di-
verse student populations and most importantly ELL 

students. In addition, this researcher’s study suggests 
that the superintendent participants coached principals 
to develop their capacity better support ELL students.
3.It is also recommended that there is a reexamination 
of policies around what is expected of ELL students and 
how system leaders hold themselves accountable to the 
success of these students. The superintendents in this 
study focused on ELLs because they had a significant 
number of ELL students within their district. It is worth 
considering if policies need to be reexamined in other 
districts that do not have significant numbers of ELLs 
or if the superintendent lacks the capacity to support 
within this area. While looking at intentional success 
verse coincidental to ensure that ELLs needs are being 
addressed within all district and schools. Hence, re-
search focused around ELL expectations and outcomes 
should be further studied to identify potential modifica-
tions around ELL accountabilities and expectations.
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“I have three precious things which I hold fast and prize. The first is 
gentleness; the second is frugality; the third is humility, which keeps me 
from putting myself before others. Be gentle and you can be bold; be 
frugal and you can be liberal; avoid putting yourself before others and 
you can become a leader among men.”
            Lao Tzu 
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