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ABSTRACT

KEVIN JEFFERSON

A STUDY OF PRINCIPAL CHARACTERISTICS AND SCHOOL ACHIEVEMENT 

Under the direction of EDWARD L. BOUIE,JR.,Ed.D.

This study expands the focus on low school achievement by examining factors that 

can possibly impact school achievement. Specifically, the purpose o f this study was to 

examine the characteristics o f principals and their relationship to school success (AYP). 

This study analyzes achievement in all public high schools in Georgia in 2010 by 

viewing the characteristics o f Georgia high school principals.

The study included a quantitative descriptive approach. Jago’s process theory of 

leadership model (1982) provided a theoretical framework for this study. Based on the 

results from this study within Georgia public high schools, selected principal 

characteristics were not significantly related to school achievement. Thus, the majority 

o f findings within this study did not support existing literature and leadership theories 

linking principal characteristics to school success (AYP). Hence, further research must 

continue to examine other factors that affect achievement in Georgia high schools.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Despite continued attempts to address concerns about why some students 

perform better than others; schools still struggle to close the achievement gap 

(Guemart, 2005). In 2002, President George W. Bush initiated the No Child Left 

Behind Act (20 U.S.C. § 6319, 2002) to address the achievement gaps in different 

schools and to increase academic achievement for all students. School administrators 

and teachers, primarily principals, are held accountable for the academic success of 

students and are expected to ensure that all students have an opportunity to succeed 

(Gruenert, 2005). According to the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), any principal 

who fails to improve academic success faces penalties and professional sanctions (20 

U.S.C. § 6319, 2002). The success o f students has been placed on principals, teachers, 

schools, and school districts.

According to the United States Department o f Education (2010), NCLB has 

allocated over $10 billion to schools to develop better reading programs in high-need 

schools. In spite o f these expenditures, the National Assessment o f Educational
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Progress reported that 26% of schools had an average reading scale score below mean 

reading achievement levels in 2009. These achievement levels are worse in the state of 

Georgia, where 28% o f students scored below basic reading levels in 2009.

Historically, the reading achievement gap between 16-18 year-old black and white 

students o f poverty has been significant (Haycock, 2001; Poverty & Race Research 

Action Council, 2001). Achievement data indicated that when students o f poverty were 

compared with other students based on race, 16-18 year-old black students’ reading 

achievement was 31% lower than that o f 16-18 year old white students (Poverty &

Race Research Action Council, 2001). In addition to the allocation o f funds to improve 

reading achievement, NCLB also allocated funds for mathematics achievement, which 

did not create any changes in achievement o f students o f poverty (Weckstein, 2003).

The NCLB Act made all schools accountable and mandated that schools should 

meet state and grade level expectations (NCLB, Title I, Part A, and Sec.

1116). According to the NCLB Act, every child is supposed to test on grade level in 

reading and math by 2014. It is speculated that this projection date o f 2014 could 

possibly place too many pressures on principals and leaders for a higher level of 

accountability (Wiley, 2003). On August 8, 2011, President Barack Obama provided 

relief to any state that wanted exemption from the NCLB Act. President Obama,
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however, still holds all states and leaders accountable for providing a quality education 

to all students.

The Meaning o f Accountability 

According to Weckstein (2003), accountability can have several meanings. In 

terms o f educational reforms, educational leaders must be willing to define the parties 

responsible for students’ academic development (Weckstein, 2003). Accountability is 

commonly defined as a combination of elements that focus on student outcomes, such 

as the public reporting o f test scores . This type of accountability is documented in the 

No Child Left Behind Act o f 2002 in sections that include ethnic group, gender, and 

socioeconomic status (NCLB, 2002). While schools and districts are expected to 

disaggregate data to evaluate assessments based on specific categories, Borowski and 

Sneed (2006) noted that many school districts are unable to provide disaggregated data 

according to race, disabilities, or students in honors programs. However, Borowski and 

Sneed also emphasized that accountability systems should provide principals and 

leaders with data regarding how schools are achieving based on assessments in 

particular subgroups. The NCLB Act also requires that all students meet state standards 

in mathematics and English, and assessments are developed to determine if each 

student has met these standards. NCLB requires that a student’s individual assessment
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results be compared to other schools in order to determine if the school is successfully 

improving or at least meeting adequate yearly progress.

School Achievement 

According to Aiken & Barbarin (2008), a low performing school is a handicap 

for student achievement. Over the course o f a lifetime, a poor education can possibly 

have serious consequences for an individual and society. An inadequate education 

affects academic achievement and perpetuates the low socioeconomic status o f a 

community (Aikens & Barbarin, 2008). Students who do not achieve in math and 

English, struggle in school and struggle in college. Low math achievement is a 

problem for American students and their principals (Wiggins and McTighe,

2008). According to the Georgia Governor’s Office o f Student Achievement, in 2008- 

2009, 88.1% of the students from high socioeconomic schools who took the Georgia 

high school graduation test in mathematics met the standards while 94.6% of students 

from low socioeconomic schools did not meet the standards. Many schools fail to meet 

the expectations of baseline education standards (Center on Education Policy,

December 2010; Wiley, 2003; Rothstein, 2004).

The Department of Education’s report in 2010 showed that in 2008, there was a 

total of 119,150 schools in the nation; and 80 percent of these schools were not
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achieving in English and reading. Achievement gaps in reading and English have also 

become major areas o f concern for all schools (Skindrud and Gersten, 2006). The 

Georgia Department o f Education (2009) identified that 86.8% of all schools with low 

socioeconomic students met or exceeded the passing score on the GHST in English 

while 92.1% of all schools that contain students from high socioeconomic status met or 

exceed the passing score. Forty-three percent (43%) of all minority students in Georgia 

did not meet the standards required to pass the GHST reading (GADOE,

2009). Georgia high schools' AYP status is based on the passing rates on both the 

GHST math and English tests. Principals are expected to lead schools to high levels of 

student achievement (Cotton, 2003).

Principals as Effective Leaders 

According to Jago (1982), knowledge and skills are components of 

experience and contribute directly to the process of leadership. Collie and Green 

(2012) examined the effectiveness o f principals in New York City while another study 

by Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin (2012) examined principals in Texas. The Branch, 

Hanushek, and Rivkin study in 2012 provided evidence of the difference in 

effectiveness as it relates to school leadership experience by estimating individual 

principals' contributions to growth in school achievement. This study implied that a
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principal at the 75th percentile of this effectiveness measure shows average 

achievement gains o f 0.11 standard deviations, relative to the average principal, while a 

principal at the 25th percentile shows average losses o f 0.15 standard deviations. The 

results of the Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin study in 2012 indicated that a principal in 

the top 16 percent o f the quality distribution will produce annual student gains that are

0.05 standard deviations higher than an average principal for all schools included in this 

study. These researchers suggested that the demands o f leading schools serving 

disadvantaged students may amplify the importance of having an effective 

leader. Other studies such as the Wallace Foundation (2011) have also examined the 

connection between principals and school achievement. High achieving schools have 

strong competent leaders (Jackson & Davis, 2000). All o f these studies have come to 

the conclusion: principals become more effective with experience. To meet the 

challenge of school improvement, principals need skills, training, and experience.

Principal Educational Experiences 

According to, Fuller, Young, Baker, & Bruce (2011), the single most important 

factor ensuring that all students meet performance goals is the leadership o f the 

principal. Researchers also stated that focusing on selecting principals who are 

instructionally focused is a necessary first step, followed by creating an intense,



comprehensive system of professional development to promote the continued growth o f 

the principals. Professional development for principals should include new ideas and 

content that will increase levels o f principal development which could possibly 

influence and promote student achievement (Fuller et al., 2011). Fink and Resnick 

(2001) examined school districts' efforts to develop principals into instructional leaders 

who could achieve a large-scale turn around in literacy and numeracy. This 2001 study 

described some core strategies for developing the role o f the principal as 

an instructional leader, including principal institutes, leadership for instructions, peer 

learning, and individual coaching (Fink and Resnick, 2001). According to (Fuller et al., 

2011), effective school leaders need on the job experience, educational experiences and 

professional development to effectively implement reforms that lead to sustained 

improvement in school achievement.

Principal Certification 

According to the National Board of Certification for Principals, effective 

principals are critical to advancing the nation’s agenda for school reform . Certification 

demonstrates that principals have a complete knowledge of the leadership skills 

involved in planning the direction and realizing the goals o f a school (NBPT). In 2008, 

the National Research Council (NRC) conducted a study and found that certification
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programs have had a positive impact on student achievement. The National Board o f 

Certification provides the national benchmarks to clarify the knowledge, skills, and 

performance necessary to be effective principals (NBPTS, 2009).

Completion o f a certification program in combination with three years of 

successful teaching experience, achievement o f a Master’s degree from an accredited 

university or college, and passing the Educational Leadership exam qualify an 

individual to serve as a principal. Certification programs incorporate leadership 

standards, competencies, and skills which assist in raising achievement (McKibben,

2009). A study conducted by Mckibben (2009) examined the impact o f school or 

district level principal certification programs on the effectiveness o f leadership and 

school achievement. The study applied multinomial logistic regression to a sample o f 

5,000 public school principals from the 2008 -  2009 National Schools and Staffing 

Principal Follow-up Survey. The results o f the Mckibben (2009) study suggested that 

the quality o f principal training is more significant in improving school achievement 

than simply having access to training. According to the Wallace Foundation in 2011, 

improving leadership through training is a way to drive needed changes throughout 

schools.
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Principal Educational Background 

Good leaders develop through a never ending process o f self-study, education, 

training, and experience (Jago, 1982). Education enhances the ability o f a principal to 

create positive results in school achievement (Fuller et al., 2011).

The Wallace Foundation’s Principal Pipeline Initiative Program supports the 

assertion that education is a key factor in the effectiveness o f a principal. In 2011, the 

Wallace Foundation initiated a project to measure the effect on student achievement by 

developing effective principals through training. This program was designed to create 

tailored curriculum offerings at colleges and universities that prepare perspective 

leadership candidates to meet the needs o f local school districts.

Becoming a principal requires a significant amount o f education and training. In 

order to become fully certified as a principal in Georgia, the principal must have a 

Master’s or Doctoral degree in educational leadership (Georgia Professional Standards 

Commission, 2002). If the Master’s degree is in an area other than educational 

leadership, prior to enrolling in the mandatory educational leadership program, the 

principal must complete six semester hours of coursework in school law, teaching and 

learning, and using data in the school improvement process (Georgia Professional 

Standards Commission, 2002). According to Bottoms and O’Neill (2001), today’s
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principal must be prepared to put forth effort on changing what and how students are 

taught and what students are achieving (Bottom & O ’Neill, 2001). Principals have a 

critical influence on schools, teachers, and student performance.

Problem

According to Bottoms & O ’Neill (2001), the principal’s role is pivotal to school 

achievement. The failure to identify principals who are capable o f improving student 

achievement has become a problem (Bottoms & O'Neill, 2001; Chrispeels & Gonzalez, 

2004; Wallace foundation, 2011). Regardless o f the changes in curricular approaches 

and government mandates to increase school performance, principals are still 

challenged, and their schools are still failing to make AYP. School principals are 

accountable and essential to improving school achievement (Bass, 1985). High 

achieving schools have strong competent leaders (Jackson & Davis, 2000). According 

to NCBL components, principals who fail to improve school achievement face 

penalties and professional sanctions (20 U.S.C. & 6319, 2002). Focusing on selecting 

principals who have the necessary characteristics to meet the challenges o f creating an 

environment that promotes school achievement has become crucial to closing 

achievement gaps between schools.



Failing to meet education standards is a national concern. In 2010, 36% of the 

schools in our nation did not make AYP (National Center for Education Statistics,

2010). Low achievement remains an area of concern for Georgia high schools 

(GADOE, 2010). In spite o f the federal provisions, over 50% of all Georgia schools 

did not make Adequate Yearly Progress (Georgia Professional Standards, 2010). The 

unexplained high incidences of low student performance and school failure in Georgia 

high schools suggest the need for additional studies to learn more about factors that 

affect student achievement. This study examines the relationship between the 

characteristics o f Georgia high school principals (experience in education, leadership 

experience, professional development, certification, and subject area certification) and 

the achievement o f Georgia high schools (AYP).

Purpose

Too many schools continue to fail to meet academic success as measured by 

federal guidelines and state standards. This study hopes to determine if factors such as 

a principal’s work experience, level of certification, leadership experience, membership 

in professional development, and the principal’s educational certification are related to 

a school's Adequately Yearly Progress. In order for high schools to achieve adequate 

academic performance in mathematics and English, the relationship between principal
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characteristic and school achievement must be identified and addressed (Rosthein,

2004; Cotton, 2003). The purpose o f this study is to analyze the relationship between 

Georgia high school principal’s work experience, level of certification, leadership 

experience, participation in professional development, and the principal’s educational 

certification and a school’s Adequate Yearly Progress. Findings from this study could 

provide educational leaders with insight into selected principal characteristics 

that affect school achievement.

Theoretical Framework 

The NCLB Act (2002) set very specific academic goals for the nation’s public 

school students, including all students regardless o f race/ethnicity, income, or disability 

must achieve at adequate yearly progress by 2014. Principals are expected to lead 

schools to high levels o f student achievement and bring about a positive change in 

education (Chrispeels & Gonzalez, 2004). Research has demonstrated that successful 

leaders differ from other people and possess certain core characteristics that 

significantly contribute to their success (Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2012). In an 

effort to further identify the relationship between principal characteristics and school 

achievement, this study will employ Jago's process theory o f leadership. Understanding
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the importance o f characteristics that predict leader effectiveness can help with leader 

selection, training, and development practices (Derue, Humphrey, and Wellman, 2011).

Many question whether or not certain characteristics o f an effective leader can 

raise achievement (Yukl, 1998). Research related to a leader’s characteristics and 

school achievement is supported by literature and research conducted by Bass (1985). 

Bass stated that principals and leaders have certain characteristics that help them to be 

productive. Bass (1985) also suggested that an effective school leader should focus on 

school effectiveness, principal effectiveness, and instructional leadership. Bass (1985) 

further stated that leaders can influence organizations by transforming followers in 

three ways: increasing awareness o f the importance of a task, focusing the staff on their 

goals, and facilitating higher order skills (Bass, 1985).

Jago’s Theory o f Leadership 

Jago (1982) process theory o f leadership supports the notion that 

the characteristics of a principal such as experience are related to school success. Early 

leadership theories focused on the qualities that distinguished between leaders and 

followers, while subsequent theories looked at other variables such as situational factors 

and skill level (Jago, 1982). Jago (1982) further pointed out that leadership is learned 

and the skills and knowledge possessed by the leader can be influenced by his or her



attributes or characteristics such as beliefs, values, ethics, and character. Knowledge 

and skills contribute directly to the process of leadership while other attributes give the 

leader certain characteristics that make him or her unique. Skills, knowledge, and 

attributes make the effective leader (Jago, 1982). It was once a common belief that 

leaders were bom rather than made. However, according to Jago, good leaders develop 

through a never ending process of self-study, education, training, and experience (Jago, 

1982). Two studies conducted by the Calder Center provide support o f the process 

theory o f leadership and the relevance o f principal experience to school success. Coilli 

and Green (2011) examined principals in New York City while another study by 

Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin (2012) examined principals in Texas. Both studies 

investigated the relationship of principal characteristics and school 

achievement. Principal leadership is foundational to effective schooling and ultimately 

improves student achievement (Cotton, 2003; Fullan, 2002).
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Research Questions

This study involved five independent variables which included characteristics of 

principals: (a) total experience in public school education in Georgia, (b) leadership 

experience, (c) professional development, (d) certificate level, and (e) educational 

background.

Annual Yearly Progress is selected as the dependent variable and is the measure 

of student achievement in the schools selected for study. Socio-economic status (SES) 

o f a school has been shown to be a strong correlate of school performance in many 

studies. Although SES is not of central interest in this study, it will be included as a 

nuisance variable. Its possible influence will be controlled for statistically. In this

study, SES will be assessed by whether a school has Title I status.

Six research questions will guide the direction o f this study:

1. Is there a relationship between a principal's experience in Georgia public

education and the AYP status o f the school?

2. Is there a relationship between a principal’s overall leadership experience

and the school's AYP status?
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3. Is there a relationship between a principal’s membership in professional 

development (Georgia educational leadership program) and the school's AYP 

status?

4. Is there a relationship between a principal’s certificate level and the school’s 

AYP status?

5. Is there a relationship between a principal’s educational background o f specialty 

and the school's AYP status?

6. O f the preceding five independent variables, which can predict AYP 

achievement?

Significance

Identifying factors aligned with combating low performance o f schools can be 

key to improving school achievement. In this study, examining the 

relationship between principals’ characteristics and school achievement (AYP) could 

provide insight into identifying the best qualified individuals to fill leadership positions 

in schools. Findings in this study have the potential to help educational leaders to make 

better decisions in the selection and development o f leaders who have the potential to 

create an educational environment that fosters high achievement. School leaders may 

be able to plan professional development to nurture characteristics necessary to
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promote academic achievement in schools. Also, this study may help in enhancing the 

development of policies related to the practices o f hiring school leaders. A good 

principal is key to a successful school. Having experienced principals is critical to the 

success and revitalization of failing schools (Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin, 2012).

This study could impact other schools in the nation. To meet the NCLB’s goal of 

100% proficiency, educational leaders must identify and address the factors that cause 

low performance. Findings in this study could possibly help educational leaders 

to identify characteristics o f school leaders that may affect school performance.

Limitations

This study was restricted by several uncontrollable factors. For example, the 

selected information from the principals may not have been equally processed and there 

was no control o f the accuracy of the information received. This study also does not 

control whether the school is identified as SES or not. The researcher cannot control 

the accuracy of information that has previously been collected; therefore, it must be 

assumed that all the data are error free. The data were archived by the U.S. Department 

of Education, Georgia professional standards, and the National Center for Education 

Statistics (2003).
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Delimitations

Delimitations included restrictions imposed by the researcher. A total o f 268 

high schools were used in this study. Charter schools were not included within this 

study. Each school’s level o f achievement was measured through the school’s 

Adequate Yearly Progress, passing percentage in English and math. The spring 2010 

school data were used to show school achievement.

Definition o f Terms 

The following terms were used in the study and defined as indicated below: 

Achievement- Achievement is something accomplished successfully, especially by 

means of exertion, skill, practice, or perseverance (US Dept, o f Education, 2008).

A YP- Adequate yearly progress (Georgia Dept, of Education, 2009).

NCLB- No Child Left Behind Act (20 U.S.C. § 6319, 2002) is a United States Act of 

Congress that is a reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which 

included Title I, the government's flagship aid program for disadvantaged students.

Principal experience- A principal’s number of years o f experience in public school 

education.

Principal leadership experience - The number of years o f experience as a principal or 

educational leader.
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Principal Professional Development- Professional development is a series o f classes or 

modules that enables a principal to grow and increase achievement (National Board for 

Professional Teachers, 2010)

Principal Certificate Level- The level of mastery that a principal has received with a 

particular state or agency (National Board for Professional Teachers, 2010)

Principal Educational Background- Any education or educational certification that a 

principal has engaged in prior to becoming a principal or Leader (National Associations 

o f secondary principals, 2012)

Summary

Many schools continue to fail to meet academic success as measured by federal 

guidelines and state standards. Educational leaders have tried several 

curricular approaches to increase student achievement in math and English; thereby, 

attempting to promote school success. However, school leaders have not been able to 

identify the causes o f poor school performance. Scholars have expanded their focus and 

have proposed looking at characteristic that can possibly impact 

school achievement. Limited research has been conducted to determine 

the significance o f specific principal characteristics that cause some principals to be 

more successful than others (Branch, Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2012). Bass (1978)



identified school principals as essential to improving student achievement. Analyzing 

and understanding the relationship between the achievement o f Georgia high schools 

and characteristic of their principals can help in identifying effective leaders. Branch, 

Hanushek, & Rivkin (2012) stated that the role o f principals in fostering student 

learning is an important part o f education policy discussions.

This study analyzes achievement issues in all high schools in Georgia by 

viewing the characteristics of Georgia high school principals. Specifically, the study 

investigates how gains in achievement in Georgia high schools relate to selected 

principals’ characteristics, including experience, professional development, certificate 

level, and area o f specialty. Identifying principal characteristics that have a 

relationship with school achievement can be important in closing the achievement gaps 

between all students.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Effective principals are critical to advancing the nation’s agenda for school 

reform (Weckstein, 2003). According to Joseph A. Aguerrebere, NBPTS president and 

CEO, principals are instructional and organizational change agents, who have a critical 

impact on schools, teachers, and most importantly student performance. The success of 

students has been placed on the shoulders of principals, parents, and policy makers from 

the beginning o f the educational reform (Weckstein, 2003). Many programs 

implemented through current educational reforms have been put in place to increase 

accountability and to decrease the achievement gap between all students (Guemert,

2005). With the increased accountability through the No Child Left Behind Act o f 2002 

(NCLB), low performing schools are seeking ways to create an environment of 

academic excellence to enable students to succeed in math and English. School leaders 

and principals are accountable for the academic success o f students and must focus on 

improving all students (Gruemert, 2005).

21



Principals who fail to improve achievement for all students face repercussions 

and penalties (Volk, 2008). The NCLB Act requires not only that all students meet the 

standards in math, science, and English, but also that assessments are developed to 

determine that each student has met the standards (Gawlik & Maleyko, 2011). In the 

state o f Georgia, the governor’s office has listed 145 schools that serve lower 

socioeconomic students on the needs improvement list (Georgia Professional Standards,

2010). The primary academic areas addressed in Georgia schools are reading and math 

(Georgia Department o f Education, 2009). Educational leaders o f all schools struggle 

to create a culture that fosters academic accountability and maintain a high level of 

achievement among a diverse student body (Weckstein, 2003).

In Georgia, the percentage o f principals with twenty-five or more years o f work 

experience is on a steady decline since 2001 (Georgia Professional Standards 

Commission, 2006). The total number o f principals, age 31-40, has increased between 

2001 and 2005 to 1,268 (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2002). The 

statistics prove that younger and less experienced principals will be leading Georgia’s 

schools in the future (Marzano, Waters, and McNulty, 2005). Therefore, less 

experienced principals will be struggling to increase student achievement and meeting 

AYP goals in schools before the NCLB deadline (Marzano et al., 2005).
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NCLB

The No Child Left Behind Act was created to hold educational agencies and states 

accountable for improving the quality of education for all students (Gawlik & Maleyko,

2011). The implementation of this reform in turn created a high level o f standards for 

all students (Borowski & Sneed, 2006). The NCLB reform was created to transform 

low performing schools into high achieving schools (Borowski & Sneed, 2006). 

Borowski and Sneed (2006) stated, “NCLB’s principal strength is its focus on 

improving students’ academic performance and doing so for all children o f all 

backgrounds.” The NCLB Act also requires that all children meet the standards in 

math, science, and English and assessments are developed to determine if  each student 

has met the standards (Gawlik & Maleyko, 2011).

However, research conducted by Sunderman (2005) showed that many schools in 

poverty as well as ethnically diverse schools are punished through the provisions of 

NCLB. Gawlik & Maleyko (2011) stated that many subgroups and schools with higher 

percentages o f racial groups have a greater chance o f failing to meet accountability 

standards. Gawlik & Maleyko’s (2011) assertion was supported by a study conducted 

by Springer in 2008, which suggested that schools with large minority populations were 

8% more likely to fail to meet the standards. Gawlik & Maleyko (2011) also found that



schools containing 25% or more minority students in Kentucky were likely to fail to 

meet the standards. School leaders and district leaders who support schools in the 

United States are falling short in minority student achievement gains, performance, and 

academic successes (Weckstein, 2003).

Borowski & Sneed (2006) asserted that NCLB has the potential to provide 

educational equity and improve achievement. Henderson & Kennedy (2006) created a 

study to research the achievement gap of minority students. The study found that in 

elementary reading, 27 out of 31 states showed improvement and 22 o f 29 states 

narrowed the gap between African American and Caucasian students, while also 

narrowing the gap between Latino and Caucasian students (Henderson & Kennedy, 

2006). The research also showed that in elementary math 29 out o f 30 schools 

narrowed the gap between African American students and Caucasian students 

(Henderson & Kennedy, 2006). Haycock (2001) noted that the narrowing o f the 

achievement gap was due to the positive impact o f NCLB reform implementation. 

However, researchers have found that the achievement gap between white middle and 

upper-socioeconomic students and poor, black, and other minority students remained 

distinctly similar to that of 1965 (Rosthein, 2004). The NCLB Act requires not only 

that students meet the standards in math, science, and English, but also that assessments
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are developed to determine that each student has met the standards (Gawlik & Maleyko, 

2011).

Use of Achievement Data to Create Effective Strategies 

Many states and researchers use achievement data to evaluate schools within 

their districts (Wiley, 2003). Borowski and Sneed (2006) have suggested that the use of 

data must go further than simply reviewing the data for the purpose of school 

improvement; instead, the data could also be used to teach and hire effective leaders 

and create effective learning strategies (Borowski & Sneed, 2006).

A study conducted by Peterson and West (2006) investigated several principals of 

schools in Florida and their school results on the Florida Comprehensive Achievement 

Test for the 2002-2003 and 2003-2004 school year. The results o f this study indicated 

that principals making Adequate Yearly Progress had schools that showed standard 

results which were considered to be 9% above the amount of achievement gain by 

students o f schools that did not make AYP (Peterson and West, 2006). The 

achievement gain was determined to be equal to a small percentage of the abstain 

growth; for example, the principals’ schools in the study that made AYP in reading had 

a 7% achievement growth higher than those schools that did not make AYP (Peterson 

and West, 2006).
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Sunderman (2005) conducted a document analysis of Chicago city schools that 

revealed that many principals of Chicago schools were assessing school performance 

by the use o f three accountability measurements created for the national level, state 

level, and local levels (Sunderman, 2005). Sunderman found that each provision could 

create a different assessment o f the principals’ school results, which could impact the 

likelihood for the schools to make adequate yearly progress (Sunderman, 2005).

Wiley (2003) investigated the number o f schools that use data to make AYP and 

reported that schools are falling short according to NCLB. This study was conducted 

by examining six state school districts in Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, 

and Wisconsin (Wiley, 2003). Wiley found that due to the use o f different forms of 

achievement data and leadership, many schools will not make AYP by 2014. In fact, 

Wiley (2003) showed that over 50% of schools in the nation were failing by standards 

set by NCLB. This research concluded that schools, leaders in the education system, 

and the NCLB Act required modifications in order for the majority o f schools in 

America to be considered achieving schools (Wiley, 2003).

Borowski and Sneed (2006) stated, “In our view, NCLB’s most important 

potential benefits lie in its recognition of the fundamental premise that all children can 

learn and have the right to be taught, and the corollary principle that leaders should
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conduct periodic assessments of how students are progressing toward the attainment of 

high achievement and educational equity” (p .504).

Mathematics Achievement 

America is currently behind other western and European countries in 

mathematics achievement. In 2010, the United States ranked 14th out o f 34 other 

countries in reading skills, 17th out of 34 other countries in science, and 25th out o f 34 

other countries in mathematics. Furthermore, there is a growing mathematics 

achievement gap in social and economic circles (NCES, 2010; Tobias, 1985). The 

National Center for Education Statistics (2010) reported that from 2002-2008,

American schools made little gains in math achievement. Low math achievement 

preparation is a major problem for American students and their principals (Wiggins and 

McTighe, 2008).

American students have shown little growth in mathematics achievement 

(Tobias, 1985). In Georgia, the students who fail the math portion of the GHST remain 

majority black students, with 13% of black students failing in 2009-2010 (Georgia 

Professional Standards, 2010). This number shows no major improvement from 2007- 

2008 with 12% and 2008-2009 with 9%, while the percentage o f white students remains 

consistently at 4% for 2007-2008 (Georgia Professional Standards, 2010).
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Furthermore, college professors often state that freshmen students are not 

prepared for college-level math. California State University (Fall, 2008) reported that 

in 2007, only 62.8% of freshmen were considered proficient in mathematics.

According to Lee (2004), many students finish high school with the ability to do only 

high school level math problems. Tobias (1985) reported that high schools stack the 

odds against their students by failing to supply their students with the tools necessary to 

apply math problems to real life situations.

Students who do not learn to solve math problems run the risk o f struggling 

throughout their academic studies and, ultimately, struggling in the business world as 

well (Lee, 2004). American educational leaders work hard to create a school climate 

and hire experienced teachers to foster high levels of math achievement (Darling- 

Hammond, 2007).

Reading Achievement 

In order for students to succeed in all areas o f learning, they must achieve a 

mastery o f reading and writing (Skindrud & Gersten, 2006). Skindrud and Gersten 

(2006) conducted a quantitative study evaluating two different approaches to reading 

achievement at three Title I schools in Sacramento, California. Skindrud and Gersten 

(2006) noted that a number of students attending High schools had a notable deficiency
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in their reading abilities. This gap was determined through an examination o f the state 

assessment scores (Skindrud and Gersten, 2006).

Achievement gaps in reading and English have become major areas o f concern 

for Title I schools (Skindrud and Gersten, 2006). The Georgia Department o f Education 

(2009) identified that 86.8% of all Title I schools met or exceeded the passing score on 

the GHST in English while 92.1% of non-Title I schools met or exceeded the passing 

score. However, 43% o f all minority students in Georgia did not meet the standards 

required to pass the GHST reading (GADOE, 2009). Although several studies related 

to the effectiveness of reading programs have already been completed and enforced, 

there are still many areas o f concern (GADOE, 2009).

A study conducted by Gupta, Abha, Oboler, and Eileen (2001) indicated that 

schools needed to make it a priority to create successful reading programs. The results 

o f their study indicated that reading instruction needed to occur through instruction in 

vocabulary, phonics, and phonemic awareness rather than through instruction using 

standard texts and worksheets (Gupta et al, 2001).

In a later study, Skindrud and Gersten (2006) collected data over a three-year 

period from students in grades K-6 to determine the effectiveness o f the reading 

programs used in schools. The study replaced the Title I schools’ whole language
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approach to reading with an instructional reading program that successfully 

incorporated the foundational skills o f phonemic awareness, coding, inquiry, and 

comprehension. The instructional reading program proved to be a success and 

Skindrud and Gersten (2006) observed that the students’ improved reading abilities laid 

down the foundation by which all other skills were taught and measured. Today’s 

principals must be prepared to put forth effort on changing what and how students are 

taught and what they are achieving (Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001).

Process Theory o f Leadership 

Jago’s process theory o f leadership supports the notion that characteristics o f a 

principal are related to school success. Early leadership theories focused on the 

qualities that distinguished between leaders and followers, while subsequent theories 

looked at other variables such as situational factors and skill level (Jago, 1982). Jago 

(1982) further pointed out that while leadership is learned, the skills and knowledge 

possessed by the leader can be influenced by his or her attributes such as beliefs, 

values, ethics, and character. Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences 

a group o f individuals to achieve a common goal (Bass, 1978). According to Jago 

(1982), leaders carry out the process by applying their leadership knowledge and skills. 

Knowledge and skills contribute directly to the process o f leadership while attributes
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and traits give the leader certain characteristics that make him or her unique. Skills, 

knowledge, and attributes make the effective leader (Jago, 1982).

One o f the earliest attempts to theorize leadership was the “great man” theory. 

Under this perspective, the belief was that leaders were bom rather than made.

However, according to Jago (1982), good leaders develop through a never ending 

process o f self-study, education, training, and experience. Jago’s process theory of 

leadership focuses on the leader and suggests that the organization or school will work 

better if  the leadership has the designated leadership profile. Selecting “right” people 

will increase organizational effectiveness (Jago, 1982). Two studies conducted by the 

Calder Center provide support o f Jago’s process theory of leadership and the relevance 

o f principal characteristics to school success. Coilli & Green (2012) examined 

principals in New York City while another study by Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin 

(2012) examined principals in Texas. One o f the most consistent finding is that the 

principal’s role is pivotal to school effectiveness.

High achieving schools have strong, competent leaders (Jackson & Davis, 2000). 

According to Jackson and Davis (2000), some individuals who seek principalship 

positions might not possess the necessary leadership skills. For this reason, the school 

communities that have the most competitive advantages are those that hire and retain
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extraordinary leaders (Jackson and Davis, 2000). The formidable challenge of 

improving school achievement today demands a new breed of school leaders with skills 

and knowledge far greater than those expected of school managers in the past (Bottoms 

& O’Neill, 2001, p.7).

Principal Leadership 

According to Branch et al. (2012), since certain traits are associated with 

proficient leadership, identifying individuals with the correct traits would enable the 

selection of individuals with leadership potential. Scholars have proposed new ways of 

studying the relationship o f certain traits to leader effectiveness. Furthermore, scholars 

have expanded their focus and have proposed looking at traits that can be developed in 

addition to the traditional dispositional traits as predictors o f leader effectiveness 

(Hoffman, Woehr, Madagen-Youngjohn, & Lyons, 2011). Cotton (2003) listed twenty- 

five key behaviors o f principals that have a direct effect on student achievement. He 

conducted a meta-analysis of 81 students at high-achieving and high-performing 

schools. Cotton (2003) viewed leadership styles, gender, and socio-economic status as 

important variables in student achievement. From the results o f the study, Cotton 

(2003) identified the principal’s role as an instructional leader and the increase in 

academic achievement as an important factor (Cotton, 2003).
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Research has demonstrated that successful leaders differ from other people and 

possess certain traits that significantly contribute to their success. Literature and 

research conducted by Bass (1985) supports the theory that leaders’ characteristics are 

related to school achievement. Bass stated that certain characteristics help principals to 

be productive. According to Bass (1985), a leader can influence organizations by 

transforming followers in three ways: increasing awareness o f the importance o f a task, 

focusing the staff on their goals, and facilitating higher order skills (Bass, 1985). 

Understanding the importance o f traits that predict leader effectiveness can help 

organizations such as schools with their selection, training, and development practices 

(Derue, Humphrey, & Wellman, 2011).

Principal Work Experience 

Research strongly suggests that the principal’s experience is a key ingredient in 

improving a school’s performance, especially low achieving schools and school serving 

traditionally disadvantaged students (Center for Public Education, 2004). According to 

Loeb & Kalogrides (2012), it takes approximately 5 years to put a teaching staff in 

place as well as fully implement policies and practices that will positively impact a 

school’s performance. Yet, the average length o f a principal’s tenure is 3 to 4 years for 

the average school (Loeb & Kalogrides (2012). In low performing schools and school
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serving disadvantaged students, the average tenure is even shorter (Loeb & Kalogrides,

2012). Principals become more effective as they gain more experience.

Clark, Martorell, and Rockoff (2009) assert that principal effectiveness increases 

over time. According to Clark, et al (2009), regardless o f how effective a principal was 

at his or her previous school, it takes approximately 5 years to fully stabilize after being 

transferred to a new school. Some significant improvements are made in the first year, 

but the principal’s effectiveness develops with experience. According to the U.S.

Bureau of Labor Statistics, most principals enter the profession after obtaining 

sufficient experience as a teacher.

Fenwick & Pierce (2001) suggested that principals with prior teaching and 

administration experience and more experience prove to be more effective leaders. 

Teaching experience and an educational background are important qualities for a 

responsible, high performance principal (Fenwick & Pierce, 2001). The Department of 

Education reported that in 2008-2009, there were a total o f 89,930 principals in the 

nation. Out of the 89,930 principals, 42,690 had less than three years experience, while 

10, 730 had at least ten years experience (The National Center for Education Statistics, 

2010). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2010), 8.8% of the 

new principals with three years of experience moved to another school within the first
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three years and 10.1% changed professions completely (The National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2010). The statistics also showed that 12.6% of the new principals 

who left their principal jobs within the first three years had a salary o f $60,000, while 

only 4.9% of those who made $100,000 or more stayed at their current school (The 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2010).

Out o f all the principals who left their school within the first three years, 11.9% 

of them worked at Title I schools (The National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). 

The NCES (2010) also reported that 6.9% of the principals who left their school moved 

to another school. Within the first three to five years o f employment, 59% of all 

principals either left their school or changed professions (NCES, 2010). Furthermore, 

within the first six years o f employment, 20% of all principals either left their school or 

changed professions.

Clotfelter, Ladd, Vigdor, and Wheeler (2006) conducted a study to compare the 

characteristic of novice principals. This study strongly suggested that new principals in 

schools with the highest poverty have the lowest test scores and leadership ratings and 

have attended competitive colleges at significantly lower rates (Clotfelter, Ladd,

Vigdor, and Wheeler, 2006). Researchers also reported that 63% of the principals who
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worked at North Carolina Title I schools moved to another school within the first three 

years o f tenure.

Ellen, Ely, Landon, Schwartz, Jacobowitz, and Weinstein (2009) conducted a 

study in New York that reviewed principal work experience and academic achievement. 

Results from Ellen, Ely, Landon, Schwartz, Jacobowitz, & Weinstein (2009) showed 

that there was a considerable turnover in principals during the first ten years o f a 

school’s existence. In the sample of schools used in this study, the principal that 

opened the school continued to lead in only 16% of schools, while 48% had one 

different principal and 36% experienced two or more different principals (Ellen, Ely, 

Landon, Schwartz, Jacobowitz, & Weinstein, 2009). The results showed that the 

change from one principal to the successor might have an effect on student 

performance, which could ultimately cause issues o f consistency within the school 

(Ellen, Ely, Landon, Schwartz, Jacobowitz, and Weinstein, 2009).

According to the 2008-09 Principal Follow-up Survey (PFS) conducted by the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), there were 117,140 principals in the 

United States during the 2007-2008 school years. The statistics reported that 80% of 

the principals remained at the same school during the following school year, while 6% 

moved to a different school and 12% left the principal position completely (NCES,
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2009). Out o f all o f the principals who left their principal positions in 2008-2009, only 

45% of them left in order to retire (National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).

This research also showed that in 2008-2009, a higher percentage o f female public 

school principals stayed in the same school (81%) compared to male public school 

principals (78%) (NCES, 2009).

In Georgia, the percentage o f principals with 25 or more years o f work experience 

has been on a steady decline since 2001 (Georgia Professional Standards Commission,

2006). The total number o f principals (age 31-40) has increased between 2001 and 

2005 to 1,268 (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2002). This change 

reflects that younger and less experienced principals will be leading Georgia’s schools 

in the future (Marzano et al., 2005). Hence, less experienced principals will be 

reaching the goal o f increasing student achievement and meeting AYP goals in Title I 

schools before the 2014 NCLB deadline (Marzano et al., 2005).

Title I schools had the highest number of principals changing schools and leaving 

their jobs (The National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). The schools with the 

largest number o f Title I students also had the largest turnover o f principals (The 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2010). The Department of Education reported
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that 20% of all Title I principals left in 2008 and this percentage has remained steady 

for the last three years (Georgia Professional Standards, 2010).

Principal’s Educational Certification 

A principal’s ability to provide instructional leadership is important in building a 

performance organization (Bass, 1978). Principal certification programs have a mission 

to contribute to the personal and professional growth o f current and potential leaders 

who serve educational agencies (NAEP, 2008). Completion o f a certification program 

is a requirement for becoming a principal. Certification demonstrates that principals 

have a complete knowledge of the leadership skills involved in planning the direction 

and realizing the goals o f a school (NAEP, 2008). In addition to engaging participants 

in learning, certification programs incorporate leadership standards, competencies, and 

skills which assist in raising achievement (NAEP, 2008).

A study conducted by Mckibben (2009) examined the impact o f school or district 

level principal certification programs on the effectiveness o f leadership and school 

achievement. The study applied multinomial logistic regression to a sample o f 5,000 

public school principals from the 2008 -  2009 National Schools and Staffing Principal 

Follow-up Survey. The results o f the Mckibben (2009) study suggested that the quality
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of principal training is more significant in improving school achievement than simply 

having access to training (Mckibben, 2009).

According to Georgia Department o f Education (2010), educating students 

continues to be Georgia’s most important undertaking. Title 20 created the Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission (GaPSC) to provide a regulatory system for 

“certifying and classifying” professional employees in public schools. State 

certification provides a standardized base -  level o f professional knowledge and skills 

for public school educators. Hence, certification shows that principals are prepared to 

face challenges and to use their knowledge in different situations. The GaPSC was 

created in 1991 to establish a certification/licensure process to attract the highest 

qualified personnel to become educators in Georgia and to improve the level of 

preparation of educators (Georgia Department of Education, 2009).

In 2008, the National Research Council (NRC) conducted a study and found that 

certification programs have a positive impact on student achievement. The National 

Board of Certification provides the national benchmarks to clarify the knowledge, 

skills, and performance necessary to be effective principals. According to the Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission (2006), a total o f 25,379 educators in 2006 held 

leadership certificates. A thousand more leaders only held leadership degrees; yet



7,390 serve in some type of school or central level leadership role (Georgia 

Professional Standards, 2006). As a result the state pays many teachers for leadership 

certificates even though they are not in leadership roles (Georgia Professional 

Standards, 2006).

In 2002, 97.61% of Georgia principals possessed a leadership certificate, while 

66.3% o f principals possessed an Educational Specialist Degree (Georgia Professional 

Standards Commission, 2002). The data also indicated that the attrition rates for 

principals increased from 12.3% in 1998 to 15.2% in 2001 (Georgia Professional 

Standards Commission, 2002). Personal mastery, through certification and education 

attainment, is an important way to transform traditional schools into high-performance 

organizations (Senge, 1990). Research conducted by Leithwood and Jantzi (2000) 

linked a principals’ experiences to school achievement and claimed that the principal 

has the potential to impact the students’ achievement by twenty percent (Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2000).

An examination o f principal work experience history in 2002 revealed that most 

principals in Georgia begin their education careers with teacher certificates. Fenwick 

and Pierce (2001) stated that an educator’s certification is mandatory and an important 

part o f assisting with accreditation and performance of schools.
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The Georgia Department o f Education (2009) reported that 79.9% of Georgia 

principals were issued regular teaching certificates, while only 13.8% received 

leadership certificates when they began teaching. Furthermore, 2% of the principals 

had provisional certification, 1.9% had service certification, and 7% had conditional 

service certification (Georgia Professional Standards Commission, 2002). Completion 

o f a certification program, in combination o f three years o f successful teaching 

experience, achievement of a Master’s degree, and passing the Educational Leadership 

Exam qualifies an individual to serve as a public school principal.

Principal Educational Background

Good leaders develop through a never ending process o f self-enrichment, 

education, training, and experience (Jago, 1982). Education enhances the ability o f a 

principal to create positive results in school achievement (Fink et al, 2001). Becoming 

a principal requires a significant amount o f education and training. In addition, 

certification through licensure is required in most cases. The licensure process usually 

includes some combination of prerequisite educational requirements, examination, on 

the job training, and continuing education.

In order to become fully certified as a principal in Georgia, the principal must 

have a Master’s or Doctoral degree in educational leadership (Georgia Professional



Standards Commission, 2002). If the Master’s degree is in an area other than 

educational leadership, prior to enrolling in the mandatory educational leadership 

program, the principal must complete six semester hours o f coursework in school law, 

teaching and learning, and using data in the school improvement process (Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission).

Principals must be able to master management practices. According to Bottoms 

and O’Neill (2001), today’s principal must be prepared to put forth effort on changing 

what and how students are taught and what students are achieving. States and districts, 

facing pressure to have all students meet high standards; have been paying attention to 

improving leadership through principal education as a way to drive needed changes 

throughout schools. The Wallace Foundation’s Pipeline Initiative Program supports the 

assertion that education is a key factor in the effectiveness o f a principal.

In 2011, the Wallace Foundation initiated a project to measure the effect of 

principal education on student achievement by developing effective principals through 

training. This program was designed to create tailored curriculum offerings at colleges 

and universities that prepare perspective leadership candidates to meet the needs o f 

local school districts. The Wallace Foundation selected several school districts in the 

nation to participate in the “The Making of the Principal” six year Pipeline Initiative
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Project. The six year project will measure the effect on student achievement by 

developing effective principals through training. Gwinnett County, Georgia has been 

funded by the Wallace Foundation to press area universities to improve their offerings 

to adequately prepare educational leadership candidates; thereby, creating principals 

who are prepared to face the challenges o f leading a successful school.

Principal Professional Development 

Professional development assists principals in influencing and promoting student 

achievement. The principal is the instructional leader of a school. Principals influence 

the curriculum and instruction, which affects school improvement efforts and student 

achievement (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). Only Principals who are equipped to handle 

a complex, rapidly changing environment can implement reforms that lead to sustained 

improvement in school achievement (Fuller et al., 2011). Effective school leaders are 

key to large-scale, sustainable education reform. Effective school reform rests in the 

large part on sound principal professional development (Fink & Resnick, 2001).

Fink and Resnick (2001) examined school districts’ efforts to develop principals 

into instructional leaders who could achieve a large scale turn around in literacy and 

numeracy. The study conducted by Fink and Resnick (2001) described some core 

strategies for developing the role o f the principal as instructional leader. These
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strategies included: principal institutes, leadership for instructions, peer learning, and 

individual coaching (Fink and Resnick, 2001). Without professional development, 

schools cannot hope to achieve their desired goals for student achievement (Fuller et 

al., 2011).

According to Fuller et al., 2011, instructional leaders reported that their 

knowledge and skills in teaching and leadership increased dramatically as a result of 

their involvement in professional development and experiences in their leadership 

positions (Troen & Boles, 1992). New skills and knowledge also lead to increased 

confidence among educational leaders and build a stronger commitment to leading and 

teaching (Troen & Boles, 1992). Researchers Treon & Boles further stated that 

professional growth was more often the result o f collaboration with groups o f peers 

rather than activities separated from the normal school routine. Fuller et al (2011) 

stated that professional development for leaders should include new ideas, real on the 

job training, and content that will increase levels of principal development which could 

possibly influence and promote student achievement. Educational leaders need on the 

job training and professional development in order to increase achievement in low 

performing schools (Fuller et al., 2011).
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Summary

Schools are still struggling with the ongoing challenge o f meeting state and 

federal standards o f success. As viewed by some scholars and supported by research, 

the principal is a key force in school reform (Cotton, 1989). The greatest challenge and 

primary responsibility of the principal is to develop an environment that encourages 

students to be successful learners (Sergiovanni, 1994). To meet the challenge o f school 

improvement, principals need skills, training, and experience. Today, the formidable 

challenge o f improving school achievement demands a new breed o f school leaders 

with skills and knowledge far greater than those expected of school managers in the 

past (Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001). No longer is the principal merely the person who 

watches over the school, managing minor class disruptions, or structural maintenance 

problems. Today’s principal must be prepared to put forth effort to changing what and 

how students are taught and what they are achieving (Bottom & O’Neill, 2001).

To meet NCLB’s deadline o f 100% proficiency by 2014, educational leaders must 

identify and address factors that cause low performance or risk school failure. Effective 

principals are critical to advancing the nation’s agenda for school reform. Jago’s 

process theory o f leadership supports the notion that characteristics o f a principal are 

related to school success. According to Jago (1982) successful leaders differ from other



people and possess certain traits that significantly contribute to their success. Selecting 

“right” people will increase organization effectiveness (Jago, 1982). Studies conducted 

by Coilli and Green (2012), examining principals in New York City and by Branch, 

Hanushek, and Rivkin (2012), examining principals in Texas support Jago’s process 

theory o f leadership and the relevance o f principal characteristics to school success. 

Jago’s process theory o f leadership can be used as a lens through which educational 

leaders assess the necessary qualities o f a principal and how these characteristics relate 

to student achievement.

Using the lens o f Jago’s process theory o f leadership, this particular study 

examined the relationship between the characteristics o f Georgia high school 

principals’ and school achievement. The next section will discuss how this study was 

conducted through a quantitative and non-experimental correlation study. Achievement 

data were pulled from the AYP results from all high school in Georgia in 2010. The 

AYP data was collected from the Georgia Governor’s Office o f Student Achievement. 

The principal characteristic were assessed through the Georgia Professional Standards 

in order to study principals’ characteristic and the relationship to achievement in all 

Georgia high schools.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Recent data reported by the Georgia Professional Standards Commission has 

illustrated that overall student achievement is low and remains an area o f concern for 

Georgia high schools (GADOE, 2009). In spite o f changes in curricula approaches and 

government mandates to increase performance, in both 2009 and 2010, more than 60% 

of all school districts in Georgia failed to make AYP (GADOE, 2009; 2010). Thus, 

both high school principals and the schools they lead are still challenged to increase 

school achievement. Effective school research and the process theory of leadership 

have linked principal leadership and school achievement (Branch, Hanushek, and 

Rivkin (2012); Jago, 1982). Research by Bass (1985) also indicated that a leader’s 

characteristics are related to promoting school achievement. The purpose o f this study 

was to analyze the relationship among selected characteristics o f Georgia high school 

principals and school achievement (AYP).
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Research Design

This was an ex-post facto study using previously collected archival data. This 

study was conducted as a quantitative descriptive study. In this study, selected 

professional characteristics of principals were the independent variables. The 

independent variables were chosen as plausible and readily available indicators of 

principals’ school leadership characteristics. Previous researchers, Derue, Humphrey, 

and Wellman (2011), suggested that understanding the importance o f characteristics 

that predict leader effectiveness can help with leader selection, training, school 

performance, and development practices. In this study, five independent variables were 

used to measure principals’ characteristics: (a) work experience, (b) leadership 

experience, (c) professional development, (d) level o f certification, and (e) type of 

educational certificate. The dependent variable in this study was the school’s overall 

adequate yearly progress (AYP) status in 2010. Socio-economic status (SES) was 

included as a control variable. SES was classified as whether a school had Title I 

status. If a school had Title I status, its SES was coded as 0; schools not having Title I 

status were coded as 1.
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Population and Sample of Public Georgia High Schools 

The population o f interest includes all publicly funded Georgia high schools; 

likewise, the sample includes the entire population o f interest. The typical low 

achievement rate of public high schools in Georgia was the central issue in this 

study. This study included 268 publicly funded high schools in the state o f Georgia.

All of the high schools in this study administered the Georgia High School Graduation 

Test (GHGST); the math and English tests were used to determine if Georgia high 

schools met AYP.

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided the study:

1. Is there a relationship between a principal's experience in Georgia public 

education and the AYP status of the school?

2. Is there a relationship between a principal’s overall leadership experience 

and the school's AYP status?

3. Is there a relationship between a principal’s membership in professional 

development (Georgia Association o f Educational Leadership) and the school's 

AYP status?
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4. Is there a relationship between a principal’s certificate level and the school’s 

AYP status?

5. Is there a relationship between a principal’s educational background o f specialty 

and the school's AYP status?

6. O f the preceding five independent variables, which can predict AYP 

achievement?

Data Retrieval

Approval was secured from the Mercer University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) prior to collecting the data. The study was conducted during the summer of 

2012. The names o f the principals and schools were kept confidential and IRB was 

submitted and accepted.

The spring 2010 GHSGT achievement data for math and English were collected 

from the Georgia Department of Education website in order to determine whether a 

school made AYP or not. The selected characteristics of the principals were collected 

from the Georgia Professional Standards Commission Office, Georgia Association of 

Secondary Leaders, and Georgia Association of Educational Leaders.
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Data Analysis

Alphabetically (text) coded data received from data sources were transformed to 

equivalent numerical codes for a greater flexibility in data analysis. For instance, 

whether a school met AYP in 2010 was reported as “Met” or “Did Not Meet.” It’s 

numerical representation was a new variable with a code o f 1 meaning “Met” and a 

code o f 0 meaning “Did Not Meet” AYP standards.

The continuous data were checked for outliers and for inexplicable, irregular 

departures by reviewing the frequency distribution. Analyses for the first five research 

questions were conducted using Pearson correlation. Multiple regression was used to 

analyze the data for research question number 6. Magnitudes o f effects for each 

variable in question 6 were measured by part correlations from the multiple regression 

analysis.

Reporting Results

Chapter 4 provides an in-depth analysis of data. The findings in Chapter 4 

summarize findings about the study’s research questions and hypotheses. Descriptive 

statistics were used to analyze the principals' characteristics and the achievements of 

the high schools. Pearson’s correlations and multiple regression were used to assess the 

relationships between principal characteristics and school achievement.
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Summary

The study looked for systematic relationships between principal characteristics 

and the achievements o f the population o f Georgia public high schools within the 2010 

school year. Significance tests were also used, but the results apply to the entire 

population of Georgia public high schools. The magnitudes o f the discovered 

relationships are more important once observed together than they are when evaluated 

by their nominal statistical significances. Chapter 4 displays and discusses the results 

from the study while Chapter 5 discusses the recommendations and implications based 

on the results o f the study.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF DATA ANALYSIS 

Chapter 4 shares the results o f this study and provides an analysis o f the data. 

This study described how principals’ characteristics are related to AYP status o f public 

high schools in Georgia. There was one dependent variable in this study: (AYP) status 

o f all public high schools in Georgia as o f 2010. The predictor variables for this study 

were five selected characteristics o f the principals: principal work experience, 

leadership experience, professional development, principals’ certificate levels, and 

educational background. The independent variables were used to describe the 

relationship between principal characteristics and AYP status o f each school.

Data Retrieval

The characteristics o f principals and schools chosen for this study were collected 

from the Georgia Professional Standards Commission and the Georgia Governor’s 

Office o f Student Achievement. The school’s AYP status was collected from the 

Georgia Governor’s Office of Student Achievement and Accountability.

53
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Data Description

This section contains basic descriptive statistics about the principals and schools 

in the data set. The variables were checked for possible univariate or bivariate outliers. 

Table 1 summarizes the findings for the distributions o f the categorical variables. Table 

1 reveals that out o f the 268 principals in Georgia high schools, 17 percent o f them 

were members o f the Georgia Association o f Educational Leadership (which focuses on 

Principal Professional Development) and in 2010, 63 percent o f all principals had more 

than 16 years o f work experience in education. Fifty-one percent o f Georgia high 

school principals had more than 11 years o f leadership experience in Georgia public 

high schools. Table 1 also reveals that 60% of all high schools in Georgia did not meet 

AYP.
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Table 1

Description o f  Categorical Variables

Variable Percent %

Principal Membership in Professional 

Development(GAEL)

Yes 17.0

No 83.0

Principals’ Experience in Leadership

0-10 years 49.0

1 lor more years 51.0

Principals’ total work experience in
education 37.0

0-15 years 63.0

16 or more years 

Principals’ educational level
5 Masters 16.0

6 Specialist 60.0

7 Doctoral 24.0
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Table 1- continued

Variable Percent%

School AYP Status 2010

Met 40.0

Did Not Meet 60.0

Principal Educational Certificationa

English 37.0

History 17.0

Math 15.0

P.E. 9.0

Science 8.0

Eng/Math 5.0

Counseling 2.0

Special Ed 2.0

Clearance 1.0
Business 1.0

Social <1.0
Speech <1.0

Data Transformations 

For purposes o f analysis, the variables were numerically coded. Principal total 

experience and principal leadership experience were not normally distributed (p<.01 by 

the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for each variable). Each variable was transformed by the 

SPSS rank method to conform more closely to normal distributions. Their normalized 

versions were used in subsequent analyses.



Membership in professional development was coded as numerical one, and non

membership was coded as zero. School AYP status was coded as one if the school met 

the AYP requirements and zero if it did not. Principals’ certification level was coded 

five for a master’s degree, six for a specialist degree, and seven for a doctoral degree.

A school’s SES status was coded one for those not having Title 1 status, and zero for 

those schools which were Title 1.

For purposes of analysis, Principal Educational Certification was recoded as a 

set o f dummy variables. Only those categories o f Principal Educational Certification 

containing five percent or more of the principals were overtly considered as dummy 

variables in the multiple regression. This was done because it is quite likely that 

dummy variables having five percent or fewer or ninety-five percent or more in one 

category will not be able to correlate importantly with any other variables.

From the percentages shown in Table 1, this meant that six dummy variables were 

created and used to represent Principal Educational Certification. These dummy 

variables represented certification in English, history, mathematics, physical education, 

science or English /mathematics. Principals were scored on these dummy variables by 

which specialty they had achieved. For instance, if  a principal was certified in English, 

then he or she would receive a one on that dummy variable and zero on the other
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dummy variables. If a principal’s specialty was mathematics, then the principal would 

receive a one on that dummy variable and a zero on the others.

Correlations among Variables 

Table 2 indicates the degree o f association between each variable and the 

schools’ AYP status. This table also showed a small negative correlation (r=-.14, 

p<.05) between principal experience and school achievement. Pearson’s correlation 

was used to determine the strength o f the association between any two variables.

Table 2

Correlations among Variables
Variable AYP SES Exp.. Lead Gael Cert. Eng. Hist. Math P.E. Sci.

AYP 1.00 .26" -.14' -.05 .02 .02 .06 -.01 -.02 -.03 -.01

SES .26“ 1.00 .04 .00 .04 .00 -.03 .01 .05 .12’ -.06

Exp. -.14' .04 1.00 .55" .01 .08 -.03 .02 .02 .04 -.03

Lead -.05 .00 .55" 1.00 -.05 .17* .04 -.06 -.09 .08 -.02

GAEL .02 .04 .01 -.05 1.0 .08 -.13' -.01 -.09 .30" .04

Cert. .02 .00 .08 .17* .08 1.0 .03 .01 -.12’ .05 -.08

Eng. .06 -.03 -.03 .04 -.13' .03 1.00 -.35" -.32" -.24" -.22’

Hist. -.01 .01 .02 -.06 -.01 .01 -.35" 1.00 -.19 ' -.14* -.13’

Math -.02 .05 .02 -.09 -.09 -.12' -.32" -.19 ' 1.00 -.13’ -.12*

P.E. -.03 .12* .04 .08 .30" .05 -.24" -.14' -.13’ LOO -.09

Sci. -.01 -.06 -.03 -.02 .04 -.08 -.22* -.13’ -.12 ' -.09 LOO

Eng/Ma .06 -.03 -.05 .02 -.06 .00 -.17 - .1 0 -.09 -.07 -.07

Correlation among variables which are significant at p<.05 ‘ ‘ Correlation among variables which are significant at pc.Ol
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Analyses for Research Question Six 

A dichotomous dependent variable can be predicted with minimal bias by ordinary 

multiple regression when the proportions in each category are close to .50 (cf. Cochran, 

1977, page 58). AYP status had 40-60% distribution in this study. Therefore the 

multiple regression analysis was done. SES was forced into the equation on the first 

step since it is often correlated with student and school indices o f achievement. The 

regression algorithm then selected additional predictors by the stepwise method.

The results in Table 3 and Table 4 summarize the results. High school SES status was 

positively correlated with meeting AYP requirements. Principal’s total experience was 

negatively correlated with meeting AYP requirement.

Table 3

Results o f  Multiple Regression Analysis Model Summaryc

Std. Error Change Statistics

R Adjusted o f  the R Square F

M odel R Square R Square Estimate Change Change d fl df2 Sig.

1 .26“ .07 .06 .48 .07 19.11 1 266 .00

2 .30b .09 .08 .47 .02 6.88 1 265 .01

a. Predictors: (Constant), SES

b. Predictors: (Constant). SES. Principal's total experience

c. Dependent Variable: AYP STATUS
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Table 4

Results o f  Multiple Regression Analysis

Unstandardized Standardized

Coefficients Coefficients Correlations Collinearity Stats

Model B Std Error Beta t Sig. Zero order Partial Part Tolerance VIE

(Constant) .26 .04 6.23 <01

SES .26 .06 .27 4.52 <.01 .26 .27 .27 1.00 1.00

Principal's

total -.08 .03 -.15 -2.62 <.01 -.14 -.16 -.15 1.00 1.00

experience

a. Dependent Variable: AYP STATUS

Findings

The findings o f this study showed no significant relationship between principal 

leadership experiences, principal’s participation in professional development, 

principal’s certificate level, and a principal’s educational background o f specialty with 

school achievement. Socioeconomic status was the most important predictor o f success 

in meeting AYP requirements. The findings identified a small negative correlation 

between principal total work experience and school AYP status. This negative 

correlation showed that principals with more Georgia public school experience tended 

to work in schools that did not achieve AYP.



The results are listed below:

1. Hypothesis: there is a relationship between principals’ total work experience in 

Georgia public education and their schools’ AYP.

Result: there was a small negative correlation (r= -.14, p<.05).

Reject the Null

2. Hypothesis: there is a relationship between principals’ leadership experience and 

schools’ AYP status.

Result: there was no significant correlation, (r= -.05, p>.05)

Fail to reject the Null

Hypothesis: there is a relationship between principals’ membership in professional 

development (GAEL) and schools’ AYP status.

Results: there was not a significant correlation, (r= .02, p>.05).

Fail to reject the Null.

4. Hypothesis: there is a relationship between principals’ certificate level and schools’ 

AYP status.

Result: there was no significant correlation, (r= .02, p>.05).

Fail to reject the Null
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5. Hypothesis: there is a relationship between principals’ Educational Background of 

specialty and schools’ AYP status.

Results: there were no significant correlations between the dummy variables 

representing educational background and AYP status. The correlations o f the dummy 

variable for educational background with AYP status ranged from -.03 to .06, and none 

of the correlations were statistically significant. (p>.05)

Fail to Reject Null.

6. O f the preceding five independent variables, which serve as the strongest predictor of 

AYP achievement?

Result: Multiple regression was used to address this issue. High school SES (non Title 

I status) was significantly related to meeting AYP requirements. The part correlation 

for SES was .27, p<.01. Once SES was controlled for, principals’ total work 

experience was negatively related to meeting AYP requirements. The part correlation 

for total principal experience was -.15, p<.01. The other postulated predictors were not 

significantly related to AYP status. SES was the strongest predictor, followed by total 

work experience. The Null was rejected.



63

Summary

Although there was a small tendency for principals with more experience in 

Georgia schools to be employed in schools which failed to meet AYP, the results o f this 

study revealed that the majority of the predictor variables did not have a relationship 

with school achievement. However, principal work experience in Georgia public 

schools showed a small negative correlation (r=-14, p<05), which suggested that 

principals with more work experience were employed in schools that did not make 

AYP.



CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, SUMMARY OF FINDINGS,

CONCLUSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND SUMMARY OF STUDY 

This study was intended to examine whether certain characteristics o f Georgia 

high school principals were related to school achievement. Research has linked the 

characteristics o f a principal to school achievement ( Marzano et al., 2005). The 

predictor variables for this study were specific characteristics o f the principals: (a) work 

experience, (b) leadership experience, (c) professional development, (d) level of 

certification, and (e) educational certification. The criterion variable for this study was 

Georgia high school achievement (AYP) as determined by the pass and fail data for the 

2010 GHGST math and English tests. Chapter 5 provides a summary of the study, 

summary o f major findings, conclusion, and implications related to the study, and 

recommendations for future research.

64
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Summary of Findings 

Research question 1 asked: What is the relationship between a principal’s work 

experience in Georgia public education and the AYP status o f the school? This study 

revealed that the majority o f principals in Georgia high schools had more than 15 years 

o f work experience. There was a small negative correlation (r=-14, p<.05) between 

principals’ work experience and schools’ AYP status. There was a slight tendency for a 

principal with more work experience to be employed in a school that did not make 

AYP. These findings were not consistent with research found in the literature review. 

Fenwick and Pierce (2001) suggested that principals with prior teaching and 

administration experience, and more experience prove to be more effective leaders. 

Research conducted by Marzano et al (2005) found that less experienced principals 

struggle to increase student achievement and meet AYP goals. However, Fenwick & 

Pierce(2001) asserted that principal effectiveness increases over time. According to 

Derue, et al (2011), regardless o f how effective a principal was at his or her previous 

school, it takes approximately 5 years to fully stabilize after being transferred to a new 

school. Therefore, the findings in this study could have been a result o f how principal 

work experience was defined. This study described work experience as the total



number o f years o f work experience in education as opposed to work experience as a 

principal or the number o f years employed at the low achieving school.

Research question 2 asked: What is the relationship between a principal’s overall 

leadership experience and the school’s AYP status? Contrary to research found in the 

literature review, the findings o f the second research question suggested that there is no 

significant relationship between a principal’s leadership experience and the school’s 

AYP status. Research conducted by Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin (2012) indicated 

that a principal with quality leadership experiences will produce annual student gains 

higher than the average principal. The research of Branch, et al found that there is a 

relationship between a principal’s leadership experience and a school’s AYP status. The 

results o f this study could also be a result o f how the variable of principal leadership 

was defined within this study. In this study, principal leadership was defined by the 

date and number o f years a leader possessed a leadership certificate. Thus, the 

definition o f the variable described as leadership experience in this study could have 

impacted the findings.

Research question 3 asked: What is the relationship between a principal’s 

participation in professional development and the school’s AYP status? The findings 

showed that there was no significant relationship between the variable and AYP status.
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According to Fuller et al, (2011) findings, educational leaders need on the job training 

and professional development in order to increase achievement in low performing 

schools (Fuller et al., 2011). Fuller et a l, (2011) found that without professional 

development, schools cannot hope to achieve their desired goals for student 

achievement. Therefore, the findings in this study are not consistent to previous 

research.

Research question 4 asked: What is the relationship between a principal’s 

certificate level and the school’s AYP status? The findings in this study found that 

there was no significant relationship between the variables. The results o f this study 

contradict findings in the 2008 study conducted by the National Research Council 

which found that certification programs have a positive impact on student achievement. 

The disparity in results may be attributed to how certification is viewed. In Georgia, 

certification levels are benchmarks for “certifying and classifying” professional 

employees in public schools (GaPSC, 2009). Completion o f a certificate program is a 

requirement that qualifies an individual to serve as a public school principal. Fenwick 

and Pierce (2001) stated that an educator’s certification is mandatory and is an 

important part o f assisting with accreditation and performance of schools.
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Research question 5 asked: What is the relationship between a principal’s 

educational background o f specialty and the school's AYP status?

The findings o f this research question showed that there was no relationship between 

the variable and a school’s AYP status. The findings in this study are not consistent 

with previous research. The Wallace Foundation (2011) supported the assertion that 

education is a key factor in the effectiveness of a principal. Also according to Jago’s 

(1982) process theory o f leadership, good leaders are developed through a never ending 

process o f self-enrichment, education, training, and experience.

Research question 6 asked: Which o f the five independent variables were the 

strongest predictors o f AYP achievement? The findings identified SES as the strongest 

predictor o f a school’s AYP status.

Conclusion

Educating students continues to be an important concern and undertaking for 

Georgia. The concern in Georgia was that 60% of all Georgia public high schools were 

not making AYP. This study was intended to examine whether certain characteristics 

of Georgia high school principals were related to school achievement. The findings in 

this study suggest that the five selected characteristics o f Georgia high school principals 

(principals work experience, leadership experience, education background, participation
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in professional development, and certification level) did not have a significant 

relationship with the schools’ AYP status. There is a very limited research base with 

the exception of principal leadership experience connecting the principal characteristics 

and school achievement. The findings o f this study did not support existing literature 

and leadership theories on principal’s leadership experience. The results in the study 

raised questions and even more concerns about the relationship between selected 

characteristic of principals and Georgia High school achievement.

Many studies have found that a principal’s work experience has a significant 

relationship with a school’s achievement (Marzano et al., (2005); Jago (1992); Fuller et 

al (2011); Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin (2012). Yet, the findings in this research 

related to principal work experience contradicted existing literature. The researcher 

suspects that the small negative correlation between the Georgia high school principals’ 

work experience and school achievement was due to how the variable was defined.

Other researchers have explored and determined a positive association between 

principal leadership and school achievement. Using the lens o f Jago’s process theory o f 

leadership (1982), this particular study examined the relationship between principals’ 

leadership experience and school achievement. In contrast to Jago’s theory, this study 

found no correlation between this variable and AYP.
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The outcome from this study demonstrates the necessity for more research on 

Georgia public high schools to determine the causes o f low school achievement.

Today principals must be prepared to put forth effort to changing what and how 

students are taught and what they are achieving (Bottom & O’Neill, 2011).

Recommendations Based On This Study 

In order to ensure that schools in Georgia have effective leadership and 

achievement, we must continue to examine other factors that affect how leaders both 

directly and indirectly impact achievement in schools. Based on the results from this 

study within Georgia public high schools, certain selected principals’ experiences are 

not significantly related to school achievement. According to this study, determining a 

school’s success simply by having a principal with many years o f work experience, 

various degrees, and certifications in education is not necessarily the only predictor of 

school achievement. However, hiring should perhaps focus on the "type o f 

experience." A school’s success can perhaps be increased by focusing on hiring a 

principal with various types o f leadership experiences and achievements.

Recommendation for Further Study 

It is clear that the principal’s characteristics included in this study are not 

considerable variables related to school achievement. Future studies must examine
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other plausible ways to improve school achievement, which may be more relevant to 

the student success and less concentrated on the school administration.

In spite o f changes in curricula approaches and government mandate to 

increase school performance, Georgia high school principals are stilled challenged and 

high schools are still failing to make AYP. To further explore the link between 

principals' characteristics and school achievement, perhaps a qualitative study should be 

conducted to examine the types and quality o f leadership experiences that a principal 

has accrued in relations to school achievement.

Summary o f Study

Many schools fail to meet academic success as measured by federal guidelines 

and state standards. In an effort to promote school success, educational leaders have 

tried several curricular approaches to increase school achievement in math and English. 

Scholars have expanded their focus and have proposed looking at characteristics of 

principals that can possibly impact school achievement. Although researchers such as 

Fullan (2002), Marzano et al., (2005), and Waters et al., (2003) have linked the 

principal to school achievement, limited research has been conducted to determine the 

significance o f specific principal characteristics that cause some principals to be more 

successful than others (Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin, 2012). The research o f Branch,
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Hanushek, and Rivkin (2012) demonstrated that successful leaders differ from other 

people and possess certain core characteristics that significantly contribute to their 

success.

Effective principals are critical to advancing the nation’s agenda for school 

reform (NBPTS, 2009). Colli and Green (2011) examined the effectiveness of 

principals in New York City; while another study conducted by Branch, Hanushek, and 

Rivkin (2012) provided evidence o f the difference in effectiveness as it relates to school 

leadership experience. According to Fuller et al (2011) effective school leaders need on 

the job experience, educational experience, and professional development to effectively 

implement reforms that lead to sustained improvement in school achievement. This 

study included six research questions which were intended to address this relationship 

between principal characteristics and school achievement.
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