




















































have led to a third research focus, the traits and abilities needed 

for success by both school and business leaders. Comparisons between 

the two have been made about similarities in the decision making 

practices in both ventures. Researchers in the area of 

organizational theory (Bennis, 1988; Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Schein, 

1985; Senge, 1990; Sergiovanni, 1990) have found their ideas and 

awroaches incorporated into school refo:rm efforts. Princip3.1s' 

decision making practices have been examined in te:rms of alignment 

with the principles espoused by organizational theorists and business 

executives: (a) using research in problem solving, (b) maintaining 

the organization's mission, (c) focusing on strategic planning for 

change, (d) expecting quality perfo:rmance from personnel, and (e) 

managing with efficiency and leading with vision. 

A fourth perspective fram which princip3.1s' decision making 

practices have been examined includes an emphasis on "personal 

context factors" associated with individual professional growth. 

Viewed more as a continuum rather than as a dichotomy, leadership 

skills (including decision making) are thought to develop in 

conjunction with the clarification and articulation of personal 

context factors such as motivation, goals, perception of one's role, 

and one's educational values and beliefs (Covey, 1990; Craig & 

Norris, 1991; Greenfield, 1986; Hall, 1980; Hodgkinson, 1991; 

Leithwood & Montgomery, 1984). 

Inherent in a perspective with an emphasis on personal context 

factors is the perception of leadership as value-guided action, 

and decision making as a value-guided process within one's 
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philosophical framework. When an administrator becomes more 

reflective in practice and decision making, clarifyies his/her values 

and beliefs, and evaluates the philosophical alignment between those 

values and beliefs and high-priority goals, he/she will create a 

clearer vision for his or her school. 

What have been the results of investigating administrative 

decision making from these various perspectives? Researchers do 

agree on at least one point: principals' decision making experiences 

are becaning increasingly challenging, and the issues they deal 

with increasingly complex because of continuing changes in our 

society's educational goals and in their leadership role (Hodgkinson, 

1978; Jentz & Wofford, 1985; Moorhead & Nediger, 1991; Peterson, 

1988) • 

In an effort to deal with these challenges and complexities, 

those involved in policy making and educational refonn cite the 

importance of visible, definable skills present in principals' 

practices for the attainment of positive student outcomes. As Conway 

(1985) cautions, however, 

Schools are being asked to change •••• The studies have 
identified schools with a set of beliefs that happen to 
coincide with high achievement; but a question still begs 
to be answered: Do these schools also possess the 
characteristics for transforming themselves should new 
directions be identified? (p. 22). 

Researchers and policy makers must be careful not to view the 

current educational situation in too narrow a manner. What is 

missing in the methodology and results associated with the first 

three perspectives (i.e., visible markers orientation, cultural 
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orientation, and business orientation) of administrative decision 

making? 

One corrmon limitation lies in the methods used to gather data. 

Many researchers have relied on surveys, questionnaires, and 

interviews using only simulations or hypothetical scenarios. This 

type of data gathering, with its emphasis on general trends, provides 

infonnation that must be interpreted out of context. Some 

researchers made use of longitudinal case studies (c.f. Corbett, 

Firestone, & Rossman, 1987; LaRocque, 1986; Peterson, 1988;) and 

included observation, interviewing, and document analysis in their 

procedures. This type of data gathering provides a more authentic 

context from which to extrapolate meaning and application for future 

practice. 

In addition to the frequent use of decontextualized scenarios, 

perhaps a greater limitation of the first three perspectives lies 

in the results themselves. That is, research on trends or general 

patterns causes one to overlook specific factors and important 

individual differences. With a topic such as administrative decision 

making, framed around today I s complex school issues, knowing the 

practices of individual principals in actual situations is vital 

to help researchers understand the total context in which these 

practices occur. 

The fourth perspective (personal context and values-guided 

orientation) allows researchers to explore the internal factors 

that guide action (in this case, decision making), using the 

framework of value theory. Value theorists (Beck, 1986; Hodgkinson, 
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1991; Begley, 1988; Greenfield, 1986; Hall, 1986; Moorhead & Nediger, 

1990), with their contention that administrative decision making 

is "philosophy-in-action", tend to focus on actual contexts within 

which decision making occurs. In this manner, data on the nature 

of educational values and beliefs, and their influence on decision 

making, can be interpreted more accurately. 

When viewing administrative decision making from a more personal, 

value-guided perspective, researchers further the understanding 

of the relationship between principals I values and their subsequent 

decision-related actions. Also relevant is the growing 

acknowledgement of principals I values and beliefs as important 

influences in the decision making process. Despite increased 

awareness, however, Trider and Leithwood (1988) remind us 

••• we know very little about the personal beliefs and values 
that principals consider relevant in their professional 
decision making •••• Furthermore, little research about problem 
solving seems to have concerned itself with the types of 
open-ended problems typically confronted by principals 

(pp. 305, 308). 

Research is needed that would adl to the literature on the nature 

and influence of values and beliefs on decision making, studied 

within a context of actual, open-ended (ill-structured) problems . 

faced by school administrators. Such an approach to the topic of 

administrative decision making could provide data to extend our 
J 

understanding in important ways. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to describe the influence elementary 

school principals perceive their educational values and beliefs 
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have on decisions they make about complex or ambiguous school issues. 

Principals are involved daily in a wide variety of administrative 

si tuations that call for decision making. These decisions are made 

within an established framework, defined by and constrained within 

district, state, and federal policy. Even within such an established 

framework, however, significant variation is evident among principals 

(Sarason, 1971). General agreement exists that factors other than 

those externally imposed create considerable impact on principals' 

decisions (Begley, 1986; Campbell-Evans, 1991; Hallinger & 

Greenblatt, 1989; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1984; Peterson, 1988). 

These factors include, among others, the educational values and 

beliefs held by school principals. 

A principal's values and beliefs are important sources from which 

he/she determines the priority of issues requiring decisions, the 

strategies used to solve problems and make decisions, the ultimate 

goal of each decision, and the process to be used in responding 

to situations involving complex or ambiguous issues. Tb determine 

their course of action when addressing school issues, principals 

strive for outcomes that are rational, beneficial, and effective. 

The judgments they make during this process are linked closely to 

the educational values and beliefs they possess. This is 

particularly true when the issues requiring a decision are complex 

or ambiguous in nature. 

One way to explore educational values and beliefs is study the 

decision making experiences of principals. Tb accomplish this study 

of values and beliefs in administrative decision making, the 
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following research questions were addressed: 

1. What kinds of school issues do these elementary principals 

perceive as being complex or ambiguous? 

2. What educational values and beliefs do these elementary principals 

have about these complex or ambiguous issues? 

3. What influence do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs have in their decisions on complex 

or ambiguous issues? 

4. What other factors do these elementary principals perceive 

influence their decisions on complex or ambiguous issues? 

5. In what ways do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs to be useful in responding to 

these other factors? 

6. How do these elementary principals perceive responding to complex 

or ambiguous issues has strengthened or changed their educational 

values and beliefs? 

7. In what ways do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs influence the way they define 

their roles? 

Significance of the Study 

Educational researchers often describe effective problem solving 

and decision making among principals and other leaders as a process 

involving stages or phases of professional growth. Principals spend 

a good deal of time and energy each day making decisions; information 

that adds to understanding their actual decision making practices 
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could be valuable in several ways. That is, research will have 

greater practical use to administrators as well as to those who 

support positive interventions for professional growth as more is 

learned about the decision making process. 

The changing nature of the principalship in response to changing 

needs in our nation's educational system raises a number of questions 

about leadership: What is effective leadership? What traits or 

characteristics do effective leaders possess? How can a less 

effective leader become a more effective one? How does an effective 

leader lead? How does an effective leader make decisions and solve 

problems? Consideration of the kinds of school issues confronted 

by principals today raises additional questions: How do school 

leaders determine their priorities in making decisions about issues? 

How do they deal with issues that are canplex in nature, or 

ill-defined and ambiguous? What sources do they draw upon in 

generating problem solving strategies? What facilitates or 

constrains school leaders when they make decisions? Each of these 

questions warrants scholarly investigation. However, this study 

will focus only on one set of factors that influences principals 

when making decisions about school issues that are canplex or 

ambiguous in nature, specifically the educational values and beliefs 

held by principals regarding particular school issues they face. 

Presently a paucity of studies exists in this area of educational 

research (eg., Begley, 1988; Craig & Norris, 1991; Moorhead & 

Nediger, 1990; Peterson, 1988; Trider & Leithwood, 1988). Through 

the present study and others that this research may spawn, 
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researchers and practitioners hopefully can better understand the 

nature and influence of values and beliefs on the decision making 

practices of principals. Such studies as the present one are 

explorations of the concept of value-orientation in decision making. 

'Ibis concept includes the idea that values and beliefs structure 

action by guiding one's determination of priorities, perception 

of the problem or issue, selection of goals, and formation of a 

plan for action. 

In this study, the author attempted to create a bridge between 

conceptual theory and actual practice in administration by exploring 

educational values and beliefs within a context of authentic and 

significant events. 'Ibis approach allowed the author to show 

philosophy in action, and offered a valid means for principals to 

examine, clarify, and articulate their educational values and 

beliefs. 

'Ibe findings from this and similar studies could be incorporated 

into training programs for prospective administrators. Preparation 

programs for future school leaders should include the clarification 

and articulation of educational values, as well as the development 

of a clear educational philosophy. By providing experiences that 

allow prospective leaders to understand the relationship between 

values and action, supervisors of university programs will prepare 

principals for dealing more effectively with the growing complexity 

of school issues facing principals. 

The second implication is related to the professional growth 

of current principals. In recognition of continued educational 
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refonn as a fact of the future, school boards and superintendents 

are attempting to assist principals develop the "readiness skills" 

needed to suoceed in refonn endeavors. Although these skills include 

various aspects of effective leadership, one aspect rarely discussed 

in professional development seminars is the influence of values 

and beliefs on actual practice. If, havever, principals were given 

oI=PQrtuni ties to understand the influence of values and beliefs 

on their own decision making practices, they would be better prepared 

to exemplify and articulate those values and beliefs for their 

teachers. They also would be in a better I;X>sition to recognize 

the degree to which their values and beliefs align with the goals 

they set for their schools. This knowledge could help principals 

develop and communicate their vision to others more effectively. 

A third use of findings fran this and similar studies would be 

to establish greater reciprocity between district personnel and 

local principals during I;X>licy implementation. Differing and 

frequently conflicting perspectives present at such times create 

difficulty in pranoting and maintaining 1;X>1icy. When the importance 

of values and beliefs held by various stakeholders is recognized 

and discussions are initiated to find common ground within the 

parameters of those values and beliefs, a greater likelihood exists 

for suocessful 1;X>1icy fonnation and implementation. Such a 

relationship also could help ensure a more lasting sense of 

commitment fran all stakeholders in educational refonn efforts. 
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Definition of Terms 

ambiguous: 

(dictionary)--having several possible meanings; obscure or 

indistinct; in educational matters, indicates. that something 

is unstructured in its goals/purposes or effects or that complete 

information is unavailable 

CXDplex: 

(dictionary) --composed of intercomected parts; complicated or 

involved; in educational matters, indicates topics having 

related sub-parts and factions 

educational beliefs: 

(dictionary)--attributed confidence, faith, or trust (related 

to educational matters); educational philosophy 

(Rokeach, 1960)--organized psychologically into a belief continuum 

system 

(I.eithwood & M::mtgomery, 1988) -internal factors influencing 

decisions; strongly held feelings about the truthfulness and 

validity of things related to education 

educational values: 

(dictionary)--attributed merit, importance, worth (related to 

educational matters); 

(I.eithwood & r-bntgomery, 1988)--strongly held feelings about 

the rightness or goodness of things related to education; internal 

factors influencing decisions 

(Hodgkinson, 1978)--based on personal motivation; different from, 

but influenced by, moral values 
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incident: 

(dictionary)-an episode, happening, or situation that occurs; 

it includes conditions such as location, time, state of affairs, 

and action 

issue: 

(dictionary)-a matter of interest about which a decision must 

be made; a point in question 

(Haller & Strike, 1986)-a matter involving different stakeholders 

and perspectives; calls for discussion before a direction can 

be taken; it mayor may not be perceived as a problem 

p:roblan: 

(dictionary)-a question or matter involving doubt, uncertainty, 

or difficulty; a question proposed for solution or discussion 

psychological/cognitive systan: 

(Rokeach, 1960)-a set of internally logical thought processes 

for dealing with one' s world; it includes values and beliefs 

as a basis for reality 

system: 

(dictionary)-an orderly grouping of facts and principles into 

a unified whole; a structure for arranging or proceeding 
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CHAPI'ER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Organizations are created by people, and the creators of 
organizations also create culture through the articulation 
of their own assumptions. Although the final fonn of an 
organization I s culture reflects the complex interaction 
between ••• the group members and their shared historical 
experiences, there is little doubt that the initial shaping 
force is the personality and belief system of that founder 

(Schein, 1985, p. 319). 

The study of administrative leadership is the study of persons 

involved in a process involving knowledge and experience, problem 

solving and use of judgment, perceptions and assumptions, motivation 

and goals, and guiding principles such as values and beliefs. 

Administration, as described in Hodgkinson I s (1978) discussion 

on value theory, is "philosophy-in-action". 

The focus of this literature review is on decision making, 

perceived by Greenfield (1986) as "the crux of administration" 

(p. 62). Administrators do not, however, make decisions in a 

vacuum; a number of factors such as those mentioned above influence 

their chosen course of action. This researcher has selected values 

and beliefs as the "lens" through which to examine administrators I 

decisions about complex or ambiguous school issues. 

The literature review that follows is divided into two major 

sections. The first section includes research in the areas of 

leadership and decision making. In the second section, literature 

on value and belief systems, and their influence on administrative 

decision making, are reviewed. 

Administrative Leadership 

The purpose of this section is to review literature on leadership 
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and decision making. This is done through the specific topics 

of (a) administrative roles and responsibilities, and (b) problem 

solving and decision making. 

Administrative Roles and Responsibilities 

School leaders traditionally have functioned within the framework 

of schools being perceived as bureaucratic institutions. Although 

the sociologist Max Weber (1947 ) conceived of bureaucracy as an 

"ideal type", focusing on abstract characteristics rather than 

on existing organizations, public schools long have been associated 

with several attributes of bureaucracies: (a) a division of labor 

and specialization, (b) a hierarchy of authority, (c) roles defined 

as offices, and (d) rules and regulations (Haller & Strike, 1986). 

School principals often were viewed solely as implementers of 

district policy, based on the established hierarchy of authority 

and power. Authority, acording to Weber (1947), is "legitimated 

power", meaning its use is based on legal, charismatic, or 

traditional foundations rather than coercion (Haller Strike, 1986). 

Perspectives of schools and school leaders recently have been 

broadened to include other attributes. That is, rather than linking 

perspectives only to the four attributes associated with 

bureaucracies, new perspectives take into account several attributes 

linked to social organizations. These include attributes such 

as infonnal corrmunication networks, social relationships, shared 

norms and expectations, assumptions about reality within the 

organization, and a cultural perspective that gives meaning to 

daily activities. 
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As the prime decision maker in schools, the principal also is 

the creator of organizational culture. Schein (1985) states 

Leadership is intertwined with culture formation, evolution, 
transformation •••• Culture is created in the first instance 
by the actions of leaders; culture also is embedded and 
strengthened by leaders ••• the unique and essential function 
of leadership is the manipulation of culture (p. 317). 

School cultural values therefore may be a mediating factor in the 

principal's use of authority and power, especially in decision 

making situations. 

Erickson (1987) investigated the process of educational change 

as it affected the culture of three schools. In his study, Erickson 

drew upon the work of other researchers (D'Andrade, 1984; Giroux, 

1981) to describe three different conceptions of culture: (a) 

cuI ture consists of bits of information that are transmitted from 

one segment of a group to another, (b) culture consists of 

structures and symbols for understanding events, and (c) culture 

consists of political struggle and resistance. 

Erickson found that school culture incorporates elements of 

all three conceptions of culture in making meaning from daily 

situations. When faculty members and principals participate in 

educational change, however, the political conception of culture 

becomes more prevalent. Erickson contends that understanding the 

elements and influence of school culture is essential if refonn 

is to have any lasting effects, as it is through the "frames" or 

lenses of culture that school personnel define their reality and 

range of options. Being aware of this fact allows school personnel 

to explore their traditions and assumptions, thus potentially 
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increasing their educational choices still further: "Pedagogical 

beliefs give rise to pedagogical choice ••• • What people have made, 

they can change" (p. 24). 

Corbett, Firestone, and Rossman (1987) studied school culture 

under change; they were especially interested in norms that were 

considered "sacred": 

Nonnative patterns become sacred because they keep the 
remainder of activity in the proper order ••• and define 
the ingrained patterns of behaving and believing in school 
life (1987, p. 38). 

Corbett, Firestone, and Rossman (1987) attempted to build a 

theory to explain their data from the school faculties participating 

in their study. '!hey determined three postulates regarding 

educational change: (a) sacred noms are those that define one's 

professional purpose, (b) response to change depends on the type 

of change required and which values are affected, and (c) managing 

change requires knowing what changes are compatible with the culture 

that is already present. Educational refonners must, contend 

Corbett, Firestone, and Rossman (1987), acknowledge the powerful 

influence of group and individual cultural values, and then oork 

to establish cornnon ground before expecting maj or change to take 

place. They remind us that "schools are not empty vessels that 

can be filled and refilled according to public concern and refonn 

agendas" (1987, p. 40). 

Sarason (1971) used the te:rm "culture" to refer to the general 

character or underlying sentiment of a school or classroom. He 

indicates that understanding the culture of a school is difficult 

because the concept itself is difficult to define. His perception 
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of school culture as a global entity includes issues such as power 

and authority, influence, relationships, roles, use of the "system", 

resources, and how change affects them all. 

The principal plays a pivotal role in establishing and supporting 

the culture of school (Sarason, 1971). Along with external factors, 

the principal's value and belief system, and educational philosophy, 

in large part determine the meaning given to daily activities in 

the school. These factors also affect decision making by 

influencing the selection of goals, priorities, and problem solving 

strategies. 

LaRocque (1986) examined the process of policy implementation 

in four schools, and the effect of beliefs about the process of 

the implementation fran the perspective of local school boards, 

central office personnel, and school staffs. Although the policies 

being implemented were similar in the four schools (they all dealt 

with school improvement), the perspectives about the process of 

implementation as well as attitudes toward the implementation itself 

were quite different. LaRocque (1986) found that school boards 

tended to approach policy implementation fran a more bureaucratic, 

hierarchical point of view. Once directives were explained, school 

boards reasoned, school staffs should be willing to "come on board" 

and suWOrt the new policy. 

LaRocque (1986) noted that superintendents and other central 

office personnel tended to approach policy implementation from 

a negotiable point of view. When seeking cooperation and consensus 

from school staffs, superintendents tended to work toward a balance 
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of power with principals, often using persuasion and inducement 

techniques. 

Finally, LaRocque (1986) noted that within individual schools, 

principals and their staffs approached policy implementation from 

a cultural point of view. Each school staff had developed its 

particular set of beliefs, values, traditions, and nonns that often 

were completely different from those held by staffs at other 

schools. Because of this, policy makers made generalizations and 

assumptions regarding the implementation of new policy and failed 

to acknowledge the influence of individual school cultures. 

IaRocque agreed that policy implementation is complex and sometimes 

difficult. She also supported the view that traditional kinds 

of district strategies are usually ineffective; she therefore called 

for clarification and mutual adaptation of objectives during the 

implementation process, as well as recognition of the important 

aspect of individual school culture. 

In the area of professional develo};Xl1el1t, Hallinger and Greenblatt 

(1989) studied principals' use of training centers. They were 

primarily interested in the influence of internal and external 

factors on principals' participation in professional development, 

using the Far West leadership model to focus on beliefs and 

experiences within a district context. They found that the 

principals most often involved in develo};Xl1el1t through principals' 

centers were motivated by a desire to learn rather than by 

incentives or mandates fran district personnel. According to 

statements by participating principals, district personnel do not 
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always give recognition to on-going, self-initiated learning; such 

learning must therefore become the responsibility of the principal 

if it is to be meaningful and lasting. 

Lambert (1987) investigated how principals learn about their 

work. She anphasized the importance of reflection, 

process-orientation, and problem solving. These aspects of 

administration, while acknowledged by state leadership academies 

and university programs, continue to be taught within boundaries 

of established curricula. Academies should instead, noted Lambert, 

make greater use of the actual experiences of principals, using 

those experiences as catalysts for self-reflection and collegial 

feedback. In this way, principals learn how to articulate, clarify, 

evaluate, and adapt their thinking and attitudes in various 

1eaderhip situations. Such professional development is strengthened 

accompanied by follow-up reflective activities, along with peer 

networking and feedback. 

Problem Solving and Decision Making 

Administrative problems are of various types. What constitutes 

a "problem" varies from principal to principal, depending in part 

upon previous experience, cognitive flexibility, perceived degree 

of authority and constraints, sense of urgency or seriousness in 

the situation, and other such factors. Strategies used to address 

problems involve selecting the type of approach used with issues 

requiring a decision, establishing the criteria used to determine 

priorities, deciding which elements in a situation should be 

influenced or controlled, detennining the degree and type of 
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involvement allowed from other persons, and selecting means and 

ends. Administrative decision making necessitates the processing 

of information about issues and problems in a thorough and rational 

manner, interpreting situations accurately, and evaluating needs 

appropriately to create a plan of action that will lead to a 

satisfactory resolution. 

Peterson (1988) looked at "problem finding" (p. 88) and the 

problem environment of principals I daily work. He focused on the 

relationship between vision, problem finding (i.e., problem 

identification), and problem environments with four school 

principals. Peterson found that the problem finding ability of 

these principals was influenced by their vision and beliefs, and 

also interacted with the particular problem environments at their 

schools. While acknowledging that problem envirorunents may be 

sparse (with few major problems needing resolution) or dense (having 

many problems, most of which are canplex), Peterson argued that 

regardless of the problem environment, principals without clear 

vision cannot set or communicate goals effectively to identify 

and solve problems. He calls for further research into the specific 

elements of administrative vision, and how vision and varying types 

of problems affect leadership roles assumed by principals. 

Leithwood and stager (1989) explored differences in 

administrative problem solving between novices and experts, 

investigating both rational and non-rational aspects of decision 

making. Using hypothetical cases with principals, Leithwood and 

stager proposed a model of p~oblem solving componets that included 
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interpretation of the problem, goals, principles, constraints, 

and solution processes. 

Leithwood and stager (1989) found that differences between 

novices and experts were most evident with "messy" (ill-structured) 

problems; experts tended to spend more time planning for action. 

They also found that principles helped administrators establish 

priorities and interpret problems as well as provide a context 

for making choices. They called for further investigation of 

principles and values held by administrators, indicating a need 

to study the ability of principals to clarify their beliefs, 

principles, and values for use in problem solving. They suwort 

the view that reflective problem solving becomes a more realistic 

administrative goal when beliefs, principles, and values are 

clarified and used in decision making. 

Fris (1992) studied principals' managing of conflict, and the 

strategies they used in nonroutine kinds of conflicts. He used 

Thanas's (1976) model of conflict, with its five conflict behaviors, 

as a framework for analyzing the data from his study. These five 

conflict behaviors, representing a person's need to balance personal 

goals with relationships with others, are (a) forcing, (b) 

accornnodating, (c) collaborating, (d) avoiding, and (e) 

compromising. Fris found that most of the principals in his study 

approached problems collaboratively. He also found that in dealing 

with conflict, principals most often attempt to manage the 

infonnation base, censure behavior they view as counter productive, 

and manage school climate. The ability of principals to be flexible 
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in using a variety of conflict strategies, especially as situations 

change, is important. How principals manage conflict may 

ultimately, according to Fris, reflect their philosophy of 

administration. 

Frederiksen (1984) proposed that cognitive theories of problem 

solving be incorporated into courses of study in a more practical 

manner. He looked at current courses in problem solving, especially 

at what is important for dealing with ill-structured problems, 

which, he asserts, occur often in real life decision making. 

Frederiksen stated that a need exists to teach problem 

representation, problem solving procedures, and pattern recognition; 

and that students also need to practice with ill-structured 

problems. By teaching cognitive processing using "real life" 

decision making situations, decision making about routine matters 

can be more automatic, leaving more free thought for ill-structured 

situations. 

Leithwood and r-bntgomery (1986) studied decision making behaviors 

of effective principals canpared to behaviors of more typical school 

administrators. One of their conclusions was that principal 

effectiveness should be viewed as a continuum rather than a 

dichotomy betweeen effective and non-effective leadership. 

Using information processing theory as a framework for much 

of their analysis, Leithwood and Montgomery (1986) established 

four levels of administrative perfonnance: (a) administrator level, 

at which stage a principal generally is concerned with maintaining 

order and a smoothly operating school; (b) htnnanitarian level, 
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in which a principal's primary focus is on staff relations and 

promoting a sense of well-being among personnel; (c) program manager 

level, at which stage a principal emphasizes programs and 

introduction of various improvements to meet student needs; and 

(d) problem solver level, in which a principal seeks means for 

meeting student needs fran a number of sources and continually 

evaluates those sources in light of both research and educational 

philosophy. 

Four dimensions of behavior that exemplify a principal's stage 

of effectiveness most accurately are, acx:ording to Ieithwcx:rl and 

Montgomery (1986), decision making, goals, factors of influence, 

and problem solving strategies. They maintained that additional 

research is needed to determine the influence of these four 

dimensions of behavior on the attainability of leadership change, 

what variables are alterable, and hem principals can move fran 

one stage to another. 

Conway (1984) reviewed recent literature regarding the degree, 

content, and scope involved in participative decision making related 

to satisfaction, goal setting, and productivity. He focused on 

several "myths" regarding participative decision making (PDM), 

including the following: (a) PDM guarantees greater support for 

programs, (b) PU'1 guarantees goal achievement, and (c) PDM 

guara.'1tees hi.gher quality ded.sions. Conway referred to thesn 

generalizaticm.i as "Oythf;" becaUSe the ''''esear,~hers attempting 

tOf·rove th'~ir validity are r.Dt jn ag'l.€:E'ITent. 

(.:c:l~I'iY tJlcl1 focused on thc~ Ir.e.ai13 for c::rea.tiolg szeab.:.,.r "mastery" 
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of effective cowinistrative dpclsion mClking. He cal1ed for nore 

thought.ful J y cantroll eO field stut8ies. indooinff naturalistic 

inquiry. ana suC]qestEd an approach towaro &ecision maKing thOlt 

; 8 more ba 1 ancro between principals' concerns about decision 

"quality" and "acceptance". Conway's approach involveed the 

principal first making a determination about the type of problem 

presenting itself. Once this step had been taken, the principal 

then could evaluate how goals might be affected by seeking greater 

quality or greater acceptance during the decision making process. 

The degree to which PDM would be implemented then could guide the 

principal's actions. 

Sunmary 

Changes in America's educational system have evolved to reflect 

changes in the perception of leadership and decision making wi thin 

the context of school culture. While recognizing the powerful 

force of school culture, researchers and policy makers also are 

recognizing that school leaders are the first initiators of culture. 

Thus, their ability to identify, clarify, and address problems 

and issues through effective decision making is an essential part 

of creating the cultural forum in which values becane shared 

expectations. The leadership style and guiding principles such 

as values and beliefs, al1 contribute to the vision and mission 

school leaders set for themselves and their faculties. 

Value and Belief Systems 

This section is a review of the literature on value and belief 

systems, and their influence on administrative decision making. 

45 



Hodgkinson's Value Theory 

Hodgkinson's ''Value Theory" (1978) stems from his perception 

of motivational base. His value hierarchy consists of three value 

levels and corresponding value types. Because Hodgkinson's 

hierarchy is used in detennining categories for value statements 

made by the participants in this study, a brief description of 

his framework follows. 

Level I: Value of Ethics 

The highest level in Hodgkinson's hierarchy consists of values 

that are grounded in principle. At this level, a certain action 

would be valued because it is the right thing to do. Decisions 

made at this level are based on one's ideology and philosophy, 

regardless of concerns about practicality or convenience. 

Hodgkinson terms this value type "transrational" because it is 

beyond the scope of factual orientation. 

Level II: Value of Consensus/Consequence 

The mid level of Hodgkinson's value hierarchy consists of values 

grounded in consensus and/or consequence. At this level, an action 

would be valued if it were considered the logical, practical thing 

to do. Further, a course of action would be pursued if it seemed 

to promise a consequence that was beneficial to the person(s) 

involved. At this level, a line of thought for decision making 

would have a direct connection between goals and the means to 

attain them. This value type is tenned "rational". 

Level III: Value of Preference 

The third and lower level of Hodgkinson's hierarchy includes 
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values grounded in personal preference. Often of a more affective 

nature than the other levels, values of preference relate to what 

an individual considers to be a desirable state or course. 

Hodgkinson tenns this value type "subrational" because it is based 

more on attitude or temperament, rather than logic or ideology. 

In his value theory, Hodgkinson indicates the distinction between 

"good" and "right". Levels II and III of his hierarchy, and the 

actions they lead to, are guided by considerations of what is good. 

In level II, "good" is determined cognitivelYi in level III, "good" 

is determined affectively. 

In level I, however, the guiding consideration is an individual's 

perception of what is "right". At times, a conflict can develop 

between the various levels, as in the case of saneone being directed 

to implement a course of action that is not congruent with that 

individual's sense of what is "right". 

The problem is difficult. Fields of value interlace and 
overlap. The temptation to avoid the question altogether 
is powerful •••• In the administrator's purlieu, the moral 
actor finds value difficulties magnified in a special way 
••• it requires sometimes a statesman, sometimes a philosopher, 
sometimes a judge (p. 128). 

Rokeach's Belief D~sions 

Rokeach (1960, 1968, 1979) studied values and beliefs as 

cognitive psychological systems because they have cognitive 

structure, organizaiton, and content. Regardless of the content, 

however, the characteristics of structure and organization remain. 

According to Rokeach (1960), an individual's vlaues are organized 

on a hierarchical basis. The two-fold purpose of values is to 
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guide action toward irrmediate goals, and also toward "ultimate 

end-states of existence" (p. 161). Such end-states as happiness, 

power, and wisdan are included in his discussion. 

Belief systems are comprised of a continuum that ranges fran 

everything a person strongly believes to everything a person 

strongly refuses to believe. A second continuum related to beliefs 

and disbeliefs is how central or peripheral the belief is to the 

individual. Rokeach (1960) contends that the more central a belief 

is, the more it will resist change. Also important, however, is 

his contention that when a central belief is changed, the effect 

is manifested throughout the belief system. 

A third continuum deals with time, and the resulting "openness" 

or "closedness" of an individual's belief system (1960). Rokeach 

found that those persons whose time continuum included the past 

and future as well as the present, tended to be more open in their 

belief system. This means they were able to evaluate new 

information more objectively and independently because they could 

relate it to both the past and the irrmediate future, thus keeping 

it in better perspective. Persons whose time continuum focus was 

primarily on the present had difficulty evaluating new information 

objectively because they could not relate it to the past or 

imnediate future. These persons tended, instead, to rely more 

on expediency, authority of others, and confonnity when evaluating 

information. 

Influence of Values and Beliefs on Decision Making 

Trider and Ieithwood (1988) studied the influences that shape 
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principal behaviors regarding decision making during implementation 

of new policy. They developed a Principal's Profile that isolated 

four major levels of practice: administrative, humanitarian, 

program management, and problem solving (briefly described earlier). 

Trider and Leithwood found that the factors principals believed 

influenced policy implementation could be categorized as either 

personal context factors (such as experience, goals, and values), 

or organizational context factors (such as district mandates, 

scheduling, and allocation of resources). They mainatin that it 

is the relationship between personal and organization context 

factors that influences and dominates patterns of practice. They 

also maintained that policy planners need to recognize the crucial 

role of values in shaping behavior; that values and beliefs are 

part of the decision making process. By discovering and attempting 

to resolve discrepancies between planners and principals, the 

process of implementing new policy will be a more positive 

experience. 

Greenfield (1986) described the " •• • inadequacy of science as 

the only approach to studying administration or preparing for 

administration" (p. 61). He argued that decision making is the 

crux of administration and educational organizations are not things 

but rather, social realities. As such, contends Greenfield, 

ethics and the "human element" are needed greatly in administrative 

decision making. He calls for an expanded role of reflection in 

administrative training, as well as greater emphasis on the moral 

aspect of leadership. Such changes in emphasis would allow for 
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greater use of value and judgment by principals (Greenfield, 1986). 

'lb better understand administrative decision making, researchers 

must rely less on the study of science and more on the study of 

good and right action in context and with specific issues. 

Campbell-Evans (1991) used Beck's (1984) framework of value 

types to analyze principals' values and the nature of their 

influence during decision making. She found that of the five major 

value types proposed by Beck (i.e., basic htnnan, moral, social 

and political, intermediate-range, and specific), social, political, 

and basic htnnan values daninated in statements made by principals. 

When responding to simulation activities dealing with conflict, 

principals attempted to achieve resolution through change or 

amendment, evaluating their decisions through their individual 

value filter. Citing Begley (1986) and I.eithwood and M:>ntgomery 

(1984), Campbell-Evans (1991) maintains that principals need help 

to learn to state their goals clearly, to be value-aware, and to 

recognize their own value consistencies and inconsistencies. 

Moorhead and Nediger (1990) studied principals deemed by peers 

to preside over effective schools. They hypothesized that internal 

factors account for much of the behavior differences they observed, 

based on Hodgkinson's (1978) value theory and Frankena' s model 

of moral philosophy (the interaction between values, goals, acts, 

and outcomes). Moorhead and Nediger concluded that the presence 

of values and beliefs accounted for more of the principals' choice 

of action and degree of enthusiasm in implementing policy than 

did other variables such as training or school programs. They 
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support the view that principals need to be able to articulate 

values and beliefs clearly for the development of their educational 

philosophy, and also for the communication of school goals to 

others. 

Begley (1986) looked at principals' actions and decisions 

regarding new school programs through Hodgkinson's framework of 

values hierarchy. His findings supported Hodgkinson's (1978, 1991» 

classification of three types of values instrumental in decision 

making (discussed earlier). At the top of the hierarchy are 

"transrational" values, over-arching principles based on beliefs 

about what is right. Below these are "rational" values, consisting 

of concerns about consequences of action or the need for consensus. 

Third in the hierarchy are "subrational" values, which guide action 

on the basis of personal preference. 

Begley found that, over time, the values principals used to 

guide decision making tended to shift up or down toward "rational" 

values of consequence or consensus. His interpretation of this 

oocurrence was that principals were seeking to avoid larger, more 

philosophical issues in the interest of efficient administrative 

practice. He did note, however, that when problem-relevant 

information was lacking or the problem at hand was perceived as 

unique, principals reported that "transrational" values provided 

a structure for problem solving. 

Sergiovanni (1990) emphasized leadership as a moral act based 

on values and demonstrated through the use of symbols and meaning. 

The values guiding the use of symbols within a school should, 
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according to Sergiovanni, come fran the act of purposing. 

Vision is important •••• Indeed leaders who are remiss in 
expressing and articulating a vision, in communicating 
values ••• they hold dear, miss the very point of leadership •••• 
A covenant is a binding ••• agreement by principals, teachers, 
parents, and students ••• to make certain corrmi tments to each 
other •••• Value-added leaders bring to the school a vision 
but focus on the building of a shared covenant. The two 
together comprise the leadership dimension of purposing. 

"Value-added" is a tenn Sergiovanni used to describe differences 

between the traditional attitude of management, and the attitude 

of leading through the demonstration of specific values. For 

example, rather than focusing on planning, principals should focus 

on purposing; rather than creating a monitoring system, they should 

build an accountability system; rather than emphasizing extrinsic 

motivation for teachers, they should emphasize intrinsic motivation 

factors; and rather than seeking a routinization of leadership, 

principals should at times seek to lead "by outrage". 

Despite standard prescriptions in the management literature 
to be calculated ••• in everything they say or do, these 
leaders brought to their practice a sense of passion and 
risk that communicated that if sanething is worth believing 
in then it's worth sane passion •••• Leadership by outrage ••• 
sometimes resembles General Patton •••• At other times M::>ther 
Theresa (p. 133-134). 

Surrmary 

Decision making practices of principals are influenced by factors 

of both external and internal origin. External factors include 

such things as scheduling, budgetary concerns, district mandates, 

school and corcmuni.ty environments, hane/school relations, to name 

a few. These factors influence school decisions in one of two 

ways. That is, they facilitate or constrain the principal' s 
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decision options. 

How external factors are perceived by principals, and how they 

relate to factors of internal origin, also influence decision making 

practices. Internal factors include perceptions regarding the 

amount of structure in the situation, goals, what makes sense and 

is feasible, what is ethical, and what one's role is as school 

leader. 

Both external and internal factors influence the setting of 

priorities, the identification of problems or issues needing 

resolution, and the types of problem solving strategies used. 

Internal factors, however, especially those related to values and 

beliefs, have been shown to provide a needed structure and framework 

to analyze and evaluate issues that may be perceived as complex 

or ambiguous in nature. 
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CHAPl'ER III: Mm'HOD 

The purpose of this study was to describe the influence elementary 

school principals perceive their educational values and beliefs 

have on the decisions they make about complex or ambiguous school 

issues. The discussion in this chapter includes (a) the research 

design, (b) participants, (c) procedures, (d) the interview 

instrument, and (e) the pilot study. Assmnptions and limitations 

of the study also are discussed. 

Research design 

In this descriptive study, the qualitative design was based on 

interviewing methods established for case study research (Miles 

& Huberman, 1984; Yin, 1989). Such a design, in which the interview 

is used as a major instrument, is appropriate for the present study, 

since it deals with individual perceptions of past events. Data 

were collected using the Critical Incident Technique (CIT) (Flanagan, 

1954) • 

The underlying principle of CIT is that domains such as 

motivation, task proficiency, decision making, and others, can be 

explored in a comprehensive manner by having individuals describe 

their perceptions of critical or significant contexts in which the 

behaviors occurred (Whitmore & Maker, 1985; Woolsey, 1986). 

Perceptions of these contexts are gained by interviewing individuals 

about the context as they recall it. Flanagan's theory is that 

if a person can recall the elements of a previous experience with 

sufficient detail, the event (termed "incident" by Flanagan, 1954) 

likely is considered significant by the individual. An incident 
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that is preceived to be significant possibly also is influential 

in shaping subsequent behaviors (Flanagan, 1954). Flanagan states 

By an incident is meant any observable human activity that 
is sufficiently complete in itself to permit inferences and 
predictions to be made about the person perfoDming the act 

(1954, p. 327). 

The Critical Incident Technique is a well-developed method for 

exploring aspects of human behavior in an in-depth manner, from 

the perception of the individual engaged in that behavior. 

Perceptions are powerful components of life experiences because 

they form an individual's sense of reality; and within this reality, 

decision making takes place. Exploring decision making through 

incidents principals perceive as significant due to the complex 

or ambiguous nature of the issues involved allows for studying the 

influence of values and beliefs, which cannot be studied directly. 

When using the Critical Incident Technique, the total context 

of a critical incident must be examined, including behaviors that 

occur both before and after the incident. The information generally 

is gathered through open-ended interview questions. Following the 

interview, information is coded and categorized. These categories 

then are labeled according to recurring themes in the data. 

statements regarding these themes then are made to sunmarize and 

interpret the data from the various categories. 

Criteria for Participant Selection and Inclusion 

Research for this study was conducted in a metropolitan conmnunity 

in the southwestern region of the United states. Because of its 

geographical location, this conmunity draws from several ethnic, 
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cultural, and linguistic influences including American Indian, 

African-American, Hispanic, and Anglo-American. Socio-economic 

differences also were present among the various segments in this 

corrmunity and became another element of its diversity. Participants 

were selected whose schcx>ls and districts were representative of 

the ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and socio-econanic di versi ty wi thin 

this community. The administrators participating in this study 

were seven elementary school principals (and one secondary principal 

whose interview data were not included in Chapter IV) and included 

both genders. Because schcx>l principals encounter a wide variety 

of issues they perceive as complex or ambiguous, obtaining data 

from principals whose schools and districts reflect this variety 

was an important goal of this study. Some principals, for example, 

viewed the issues related to school improvement plans and other 

reform projects as canplex or at times ambiguous. Others viewed 

issues regarding curricultnn and instruction as complex or ambiguous. 

Some principals who were dealing with issues related to educational 

equity and cultural diversity viewed these issues as complex or 

ambiguous. still others viewed issues associated with resource 

allocation and other funding matters as complex or ambiguous. 

Because principals in the various segments of this corrmunity 

dealt with issues and concerns specific to their areas and 

populations, this researcher contacted five school districts in 

various locations within the community and surrounding areas. The 

purpose of the initial contact was to comply with district 

regulations for permission to interview principals. Two districts 
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did not require district-level authorization prior to interviewing 

principals. A principal in each of those two districts was selected 

based on the schools' locations (one was suburban, one was rural), 

and these principals were contacted directly about participation 

in the study; both principals agreed to participate. 

Of the other three districts, the research personnel in two of 

them did not return approval notification in time to be considered 

for participation. The remaining district, however, being the 

largest, contained sufficient variety among its schools to provide 

the diversity of ethnicity, language and culture, and socioeconomic 

status needed in this study • Five principals whose schools varied 

greatly in these factors therefore were selected from this district; 

these principals also agreed to participate. Thus a total of seven 

elementary school principals fran seven schools and three districts 

agreed to participate in this study. 

Ini tial Procedure 

Following agreement to participate, each principal received a 

pre-interview letter (Figure 1) and additional infonnation (see 

Appendix A). Also at that time, the principal and researcher 

arranged by phone the date and time for the interview that followed. 

The pre-interview letter served several purposes: (a) it enabled 

the researcher to gather demographic infonnation about each site, 

(b) it allowed principals to describe the corrmunity adjacent to 

their schools in their own manner, (c) it provided a means for 

principals to indicate the types of school issues they felt to be 

canplex or ambiguous, and (d) it provided a mental structure for 
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Figure 1. Pre-Interview Letter 

School 12-2-93 

Dear : 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study of principals' 
perceptions about decision making within the context of canplex or ambiguous 
school issues. BeIO\'l are general denographic questions about your school 
and coIl1lTllI'lity. In addition, there are a few questions related to your 
administrative e:<perience and the types of issues you confront in your 
practice as school leader. Your responses are greatly appreciated and will 
be kept both confidential and anonymous. 

SIZE OF SIUDENT POPULATION: __ _ 

SIZE OF FACULTY: 

Certified Personnel ___ _ 

Classified Personnel __ _ 

IS THIS A CHAPI'ER I SCHOOL? 

YES NO 

El'HNIC DIVERSITY IN %: 

~ucasian-~ican ___ ___ 

African-American 

Hispanic 

Asian-American 

Native American 

Other 

AVERAGE LENGI'H OF FACULTY MEMBERS I TEAarrNG EXPERIENCE: years 

In general, hO\'l \'lould you describe the ccmnunity surrounding your school? 
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How many years (total) have you served as a school principal-!-'ISethe. CliCk. if n e.ed e.d) 

ELEMENTARY: _ SECONDARY: CURRENTLY: 

Have you held other administrative positions? 
YES: __ _ NO: 

Have you been a classroom teacher? 

YES: NO: 

In thinking about decisions you make as principal, please list in rank order 
three (3) types of issues you view as being qanplex (they may have several 
sub-issues, involve conflicting viewpoints, be sensitive in nature, etc.). 

1 • . 

2. 
3. __________________________________________ __ 

Please list in rank order three (3) types of issues you view as being 
ambiguous (they may be unclear in scope, be ill-structured, have elements 
that are difficult to define, etc.). 1. _________________________________________ __ 

2. ________________________________________________ __ 

3. 
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Figure 1 continued. 

I will pick up this questionnaire at the time of our interview. The 
following page describes the type of questions we will be discussing. You 
may wish to jot down a fe\v notes on the interview page prior to our intervie\v. 
If you have any questions, I can be reached at 529-0324. 

Thank you again for your participation, 

Sincerely, 

7 ~_'--~ C:r-~L~'--C 
Dept. of Special Education 
University of Arizona 



the subsequent interview. Three principals sent their completed 

pre-interview letter back; the others asked the researcher to pick 

them up at the time of the interview. 

Interview Procedure 

All but one of the interviews was conducted during school time, 

usually in the morning just after the principal had made certain 

ini tial school business was taken care of. 'Ihe other interview 

took place in the early afternoon. 

Principals were given a copy of the interview questions, which 

they had seen previously in the pre-interview materials. 'Ihey were 

asked to share three incidents they felt were significant in their 

careers because the issues related to these incidents were considered 

to be complex or ambiguous. Several of the principals had written 

notes on their mailed copy of questions; this facilitated 

remembering the incidents they selected to describe. Using 

Flanagan's (1954) Critical Incident Technique as a guide, the 

researcher asked semi-structured and open-ended questions regarding 

the incidents principals had selected to describe. The researcher 

also attempted to facilitate the interview process by developing 

an interview matrix (Figure 2) that she used to note key words or 

phrases, recall probe questions to ask, and ask about relationships 

between certain ideas the principals expressed. 

'Ihe interviews were audio-taped for later transcription by the 

researcher. 'Ihe interviews generally lasted approximately one and 

one-half hours, although one interview lasted almost three hours. 

'Ihe pilot study interviews were shorter, because each principal 
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Figure 2. 

occurrence of incident 

action taken in incident 

constraints to d.rn. 

outcome 

INSTRUMENT MATRIX 
Incident 

influence on subsequent actions 
or attitudes 

Why pos~t~ve or negative 

nature 

goals in d.rn.--source 

problem solving strategies-­
source 

Issue 

prior circumstances 

facil~tators to-d.rn. 

others involved-do 

why significant 

influence on role 

factors in complexity 
or ambiguity 
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was asked to describe only one incident. 

Follow-up Interview Sessions 

Because this was a study of principals I perceptions, the 

researcher felt it necessary to verify the initial analysis of data 

with each principal. Therefore, at the time of the first interview, 

arrangements were made for a short follo\<l-UP session to be held 

at a later time. At the follow-up session, the researcher gave 

each principal a copy of the interview transcription. She then 

shooed each principal hoo his/her incidents had been diagranmed, 

shooed each principal the initial analysis of interview data, and 

asked for corrections of any inaccuracies. The folloo-UP session 

also was helpful in giving principals an opportunity to add further 

information regarding incidents or issues, which several of them 

did. 

Data Analysis Procedure 

Prior to beginning the analysis, several copies of each 

transcription were made so that interview statements fitting into 

multiple categories could be placed appropriately. 

The procedure for data collection and analysis used in this study 

was guided by Flanagan I s (1954) description of hoo to use the 

Cri tical Incident Technique. The general procedure for using CIT 

consists of the follooing steps: 

1. Establish the General Aims and Obj ecti ves of the Behavior 

to be Observed or Recalled 

In the present study, principals were asked to recall three 

incidents (one each in the pilot study) in which a school issue 
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to be decided was perceived as either canplex or ambiguous. The 

nature of the issue detennined how the event was perceived by each 

principal. 

2. Establish Plans and Specifications Regarding the Type 

of Data Gathered 

Data gathered in this study included information about specific 

incidents, educational values and beliefs on specific school issues, 

the perceived influence of these values and beliefs on decision 

making, their influence on how the principal defined his/her role, 

other factors that influenced the decision making process, and 

possible changes in educational values and beliefs when making 

decisions about complex or ambiguous issues. 

3. Collect the Data 

Data were collected by the researcher through open-ended 

interview questions with each participating principal. Each 

interview was audiotaped to ensure accuracy in later transcription. 

4. Analyze the Data 

Data were analyzed using Flanagan's (1954) six-step process. 

Briefly stated, the analysis process includes the following steps: 

1. Establish a frame of reference. 

2. Fonnulate categories. 

3. Create definitons for categories. 

4. SUbdivide categories. 

5. Create headings for categories. 

6. Create statements regarding headings. 

5. Interpret and Report the Data 
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Principals' perceptions of the follCMing topics were reported: 

(a) the types of issues identified as complex or ambiguous, (b) 

educational values and beliefs regarding these issues, (c) the 

influence of these values and beliefs on decisions about complex 

or ambiguous school issues, (d) other factors that facilitated or 

constrained their decision making, (e) hCM educational values and 

beliefs helped. them acilress these other factors, (f) hCM educational 

values and beliefs helped them define their roles, and (g) the 

influence that dealing with complex or ambiguous issues had on 

strengthening or changing their educational values and beliefs. 

Interview Instrwnent 

The interview instrument used in this study (Figure 3) was 

developed using Flanagan's (1954) criteria for examining and 

describing critical incidents. The interview questions were 

constructed to include the following elements: (a) adequate detail 

about each incident, (b) circumstances leading to each incident, 

(c) other persons involved in the incident and their actions, 

(d) actions of the principal, (e) outcome of the incident, and (f) 

short- and long-term effects of the incident. Because of the 

researcher's interest in principals' decision making practices, 

the interview questions were focused on incidents perceived as 

significant because of related complex or ambiguous issues. 

In conjunction with questions about significant incidents, 

additional questions were included to further explore hCM these 

principals dealt with specific issues. Leithwood and Montgomery's 

work with the Principal Profile (1986) was helpful in establishing 
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Figure 3. Interview Instrument 

Think of an incident involving a decision aoout a schCXJl issue you felt was 
either ccmple.v.: or ambiguous in nature. This incident may stand out fran 
others in· your mind for a number of reasons. You may consider this incident 
to be significant in your career as a schCXJl principal. You may perceive 
it as either a positive or negative experience. Please describe as much 
about this .incident as you can. 

QUESTIONS AIDrIT THE INCIDENT: 
1. When did this incident occur? 
2. What circumstances led up to the incident? 
3. What specifiC things did you do in this incident? 
4. Why did you ••• (fran answer to previous question)? 
5. What factors in the incident do you feel facilitated your decision making? 
6. What factors in the incident do you feel constrained your decision making? 
7. What other persons were involved in this incident? (positions) 
8. What did the other involved persons do? In what ways did they participate 

in the outcome? 
9. What was the outcome of the incident? 

'10. In what ways do you feel this incident was significant? 
11- What influence do you feel this incident had on later feelings or actions? 
l2. What influence did this incident have on the way yuou define your role 

as school leader? 
15 •. In what ways do you perceive this incident to be a positive or negative 

e.v.:perience? 

QUESTIONS AIDrIT THE ISSUE: 
1. What was the nature of the issue? 
2. What factor(s) about this issue made it canplex or ambiguous? 

A. What impact did these factors have on your decision making? 
3. What goal(s) did you have in mind in making decisions about this issue? 

A. What source(s) helped you define your goal(s)? 
4. What factor(s) did you feel were important to influence or control in 

making decisions about this issue? 
A. How did you decide which factors you needed to influence? 

5. What problem solving strategies did you use in making decisions about 
this issue? . 
A. Ho\.,. did you choose your problem solving strategies? 

6. What were the effects of your decisions related to this issue? 
7. How closely do you feel your decisions related to this issue supported 

your goal(s)? 



the format for this portion of the interview instrument. The 

Principal Profile is a culmination of several studies on principal 

effectiveness conducted by Leithwood and M::>ntgomery (1981, 1982, 

1984), Leithwood and Robinson (1979), and Leithwood, Stanley, and 

M::>ntgomery (1984). The Profile is 

a multidimensional, multilevel description of beliefs, 
intentions and actions. It identifies ••• dimensions of 
principal behavior considered critical in determining 
the principal I s impact on the school ••• 

(Leithwood & M::>ntgomery, 1986, p. 15). 

The four dimensions of principal behavior identified by Lei thwood 

and M::>ntgomery (1981) as critical are (a) the setting of goals, 

(b) determining factors of influence, (c) developing problem solving 

strategies, and (d) making decisions. The relationship between 

the first three in actual decision making practice, maintain 

Leithwood and M::>ntgomery (1988), results in various levels or stages 

of grCMth in principal effectiveness. For the present study, 

questions were included to allow principals to describe their goals, 

factors of influence, and strategies employed in specific incidents 

to deal with canp1ex or ambiguous school issues. 

Pilot Study 

Three principals (one secondary and two elementary) participated 

in a pilot study to field test the researcher1s interview and data 

analysis procedures. Each principal was asked to describe one 

significant incident in which the related issue was perceived as 

either complex or ambiguous. The same steps were followed with 

these principals as with those in the final study. 

The pilot study was conducted to (a) allow the researcher to 
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refine the interview instrument, (b) assess the canpatability between 

value/belief statements and the theoretical frameworks used to 

interpret them, (c) enable the researcher to expand and improve 

her interviewing techniques, and (d) provide practice in using 

Flanagan's (1954) procedural guidelines for analyzing critical 

incidents. Each of these is discussed briefly below. 

Appropriateness. of the Interview Instrument 

'lb determine how appropriate the interview instrument was, a 

second meeting was held with each participant after the initial 

interview session. The purpose of the second meeting was to review 

the interview questions and obtain feedback fran each participant 

as to their appropriateness and clarity. Additionally, the 

researcher wanted to verify the accuracy of her initial 

interpretation of interview statements and rorrect any inaccuracies. 

The participants all indicated that the interview instrument required 

only minor r~finements in clarity and that the initial interpretation 

of interview data was accurate. 

Canpatability Between Value/Belief statements 

and Theoretical Frameworks 

The pilot study was important in learning to what extent Rokeach's 

(1960) framework on belief systems and Hodgkinson's (1978) framework 

on value theory would be sut;:.pOrted by the data collected. 

(see A};PeIldices B, C, D, and E for examples from the pilot study 

of the frameworks and representative statements from the 

participants) • The researcher viewed both frameworks as appropriate 

models to reflect actual statements by the participants. The 
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participants' belief statements exhibited strong congruence in their 

belief-disbelief continuum. In other words, a statement of belief 

about an issue was su~rted by corresponding sets of disbeliefs. 

All participants viewed the issues and incidents discussed as 

critical in part because of the central or core nature of beliefs 

related to those issues. An issue dealing with funding, for example, 

was perceived as actually dealing with matters of equitable 

education, or children's long-term self-esteem. Rokeach' s dimension 

of time perspective was evident in belief statements as participants 

discussed the impact of the issue and incident on their students' 

futures. The participants' sense of time perspective also showed 

in statements about seeking information from multiple sources to 

deal with their particular issue, and how those sources "fit in" 

with the values the participants had established with their 

faculties. Hodgkinson's (1978) value theory and the hierarchy he 

describes appeared to be suitable in reflecting themes expressed 

in the participants' value statements. The value statements most 

frequently made were grounded in principle and ethics. These 

included values such as responsibility, comnitment, modeling of 

values, and the guiding power of beliefs. Values based on 

consensus/consequence included factors involved in effective problem 

solving such as collaborating, bringing closure to problem 

situations, dealing with policy appropriately, and using knowledge 

to explore all solution options. Values dealing with preference 

included interacting with others in positive, proactive ways. 
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Refining Interviewing Techniques 

The interviewer's ability to create a comfortable atmosphere 

was important to the success of the interview. Also important was 

the interviewer's ability to ask appropriate probing questions so 

participants would be able to describe their incidents with 

sufficient richness and detail. The researcher devised an interview 

matrix that allowed her to show how important statements were related 

to one another as they were given; this feature was helpful in 

probing for further details. The matrix also served as a visual 

organizer, helping the researcher recall interview questions and 

probes without appearing to "read" the questions. 

Using Flanagan's Procedural Guidelines 

One of the most important aspects of the pilot study was to give 

the researcher experience in following the guidelines described 

in Flanagan's (1954) work with the Critical Incident Technique. 

One concern was how to preserve authenticity while developing the 

analysis and interpretation of participants' statements. One way 

this was done was by creating an "interaction diagram" for each 

incident, showing the main factors involved in the decision process, 

and their relationship to one another. Each diagram, along with 

initial analysis, was verified with each participant for accuracy. 

Another concern was how to synthesize participants' statements 

without losing the richness of their language. 'lb address this, 

the researcher included examples of value and belief statements 

fran each participant in the fonn of tables. She also incorporated 

representative statements within the narrative of the final study. 
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The pilot study was valuable in assisting the researcher to 

clarify parameters and the scope of her investigation. The pilot 

study also confirmed that the procedures used for collecting and 

analyzing interview data were effective. 

Assumptions of the study 

One of the assumptions of this study was that interviews with 

principals would be a viable means of obtaining relevant data about 

complex or ambiguous school issues. The researcher selected in-depth 

interviewing as opposed to large-group surveys to (a) focus on 

patterns of practice with individual principals, (b) explore the 

goals, factors of influence, and problem solving strategies of 

individual principals, (c) discover rrore specifically the nature 

and influence of educational values and beliefs in administrative 

decision making, and (d) give principals an opportunity to voice 

their perceptions regarding complexity and ambiguity in decision 

making situations. 

A second assumption of this study was that principals would be 

able to recall with sufficient detail several incidents they viewed 

as significant in their administrative careers. The researcher 

found this to be true, and all of the incidents met Flanagan's (1954) 

criteria to be considered as significant or critical. One of the 

incidents was not included in Chapter IV because the issue was not 

specific to elementary school, and because the person describing 

the incident had not been a school principal for quite some time. 

A third assumption of the study was that even though the content 

of the incidents was different, comparisons could be made between 

principals' perceptions and practices, and consensus could be found 
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on various points. 'Ihis proved to be the case. 'Ihe specific points 

of comparison and consensus are discussed in Chapter IV. 

Limitations of the study 

Two important limitations must be noted in a study such as this 

one, and are discussed briefly below. 

The first limitation deals is in methodology. The Critical 

Incident Technique, relying as it does on self-reported data, created 

in this study a dependence upon the participants' recollections 

both for information and for richness of description. This situation 

required the asking of appropriate probing questions during each 

interview, as well as careful analysis of interview data so that 

valuable information would not be overlooked. One way in which 

this was acXiressed was by having a follow-up session with each 

principal. During this time, several participants added further 

information and clarification about their incidents; the researcher 

also verified her initial analyses during this time. 

A second limitation was in the sample used for this study. 

Because of the geographical location of the conmuni ty where the 

study was oonducted, the issue types and incidents described by 

these principals reflected the conmunity context in which they 

occurred; findings therefore can be generalized only to this 

particular conmunity. 'Ihe researcher attempted to acXiress this 

concern by selecting for inclusion those principals whose schools 

represented diversity in ethnic mix, linguistic background, cultural 

and socio-econanic influences, and issues they perceived as complex 

or ambiguous. Other principals in other cornnunities possibly may 
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have very different types of issues they perceive as complex or 

ambiguous; this researcher therefore recorrmends that similar studies 

be conducted in various cornnunities to obtain a IlDre global view 

of the issues our nation f s school leaders are encountering. 
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CHAPI'ER IV: RESULTS 

Seven administrators (five female, two male) participated in 

a study of the influence elementary school principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs have on decisions they make about 

complex or ambiguous school issues. An eighth principal (male) 

participated with two of the female principals in a pilot study. 

Because his incident was not specific to elementary school concerns, 

data fran his interview are not included in Chapter IV; cornnents 

regarding this principal will be presented separately in Chapter 

V. The two female principals participating in the pilot study are 

designated as Principal A (PA) and Principal B (PB). The three 

female and two male principals participating in the final study 

are designated respectively as Principal 1 (P1), Principal 2 (P2), 

Principal 3 (P3), Principal 4 (P4), and Principal S (PS). 

The principals in this study lead schools that represent the 

ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and socio-econanic diversity within 

the cornnunity selected for the study. Obtaining data fran principals 

whose schools and districts reflect this diversity was an important 

goal of this study because the issues they encounter and perceive 

as canplex or ambiguous cover a wide variety of themes. The schools 

represent cornnunities that have characteristics indicative of rural, 

suburban, and urban areas. The principals and their sites are 

described briefly below. 

Description of Principals and Sites 

Principal A 

When interviewed, PA was in her tenth and final year as principal 
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of this school. She has seen a number of changes occur. 

The neighborhood adjacent to the school used to reflect more 

of a suburban setting. During recent years the neighborhood 

community has changed, now including more families who move 

frequently and who are in a lower socio-economic bracket. The 

apartment complexes built across the street from this school have 

added to the principal's concerns about children's welfare. The 

influence of relationships between apartment families has been 

evident in the interaction between children at school: 

We have even had parents who are actively involved in promoting 
the trouble (between students) because of apartment 
fights ••• and we tell them leave your apartment problems at 
the gate, and the kids usually can ••• 

The neighborhood community exhibits additional challenges similar 

to those faced by many inner-city families (more children coming 

to school without breakfast, more children in need of crisis 

counseling, more children in "latch-key" situations). To meet some 

of the needs of this growing community and rapidly growing student 

population, a renovation project was being conducted at the school 

at the time of the interview; other needs, hO\vever, still must be 

met. 

The principal spoke of confrontations between students on the 

playground during noontime, and the acx::anpanying problems of 

supervision: too many children, not enough playground space, too 

few staff members to supervise, and financial constraints at the 

district level. 
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The principal and her faculty use infonnation sharing as a way 

to detennine new directions and goals for the school. Together, 

they evaluate infonnation on the basis of whether a program or 

curriculum change will make things "better for kids". If it appears 

to, the group investigates the idea further. At the crux, however, 

remains the principal's commitment to a child-centered philosophy. 

Principal B 

The principal is in her fourth year at this school, having had 

one prior year as a middle school assistant principal. An 

interesting range of programs exists at this school, including 

services for youngsters identified as gifted, as well as services 

for students with learning problems. 

(This comnunity) is in an interesting socio-economic bracket. 
It has been severely affected by the econany •••• Our parents 
are basically ••• entry level workers, trying to support their 
families. 

About two-thirds of the student population are Anglo-American. 

Hispanic youngsters comprise about one-fourth of the students, and 

about 10 percent are African-American. Asian-American and Native 

American students make up the rest of the student population at 

this school. 

The principal considers about a third of her students to be at 

risk for school failure. She therefore has major concerns about 

financial constraints at the school and district levels cutting 

into the quality of educational programs that she and her staff 

are able to provide for their students. 

A lot of the financial constraints beyond the school cause 
me to look outside •••• I do a lot of networking with other 
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people, even outside the district, to find out what sort of 
reserves, what are some other things we might use? 

When attempting to deal with the realities of school finance, 

the principal has, with her staff, been involved in fund-raising 

acti vi ties, raising awareness levels in the cornnuni ty about school 

needs, developing al ternati ve funding plans, and being creative 

in their uses of available resources. The principal also has 

employed grant writing as one avenue to obtain funds for innovation 

and technology. 

The problem is that (most) of the people in Pima county do 
not have children in the schools; they have no idea of the 
constraints we are operating under. 

In addition, needs specific to her school are not always known 

at the district level because of a lack of information • 

• • • when they're not on site all the time, they don't see 
how much something can help children. 

PrinCipal 1 

This principal's school has the largest student population of 

the schools in the study. The population has almost doubled in 

the last 5 years (from 420 students to 780). Approximately 84 

percent of the students are AnglO-American, about 14 percent are 

Hispanic, and the remaining two percent are African-American, 

Asian-American, and Native-American students. The school encompasses 

a very large attendance area; segments of the area include families 

that are "somewhat transient". 

Although the comnunity adjacent to the school still is considered 

rural, it is growing rapidly, and is "soon to be semi-rural", 

according to the principal. He describes his school as " •• • one 
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of the fastest growing schools in Pima County". Because of the 

rural community atmosphere that exists, a sense of close-knit 

communication and involvement has developed. 

This school has the "newest" faculty based on mnnber of years 

teaching (the average was seven years). The principal appreciates 

the varied abilities of his staff. He also appreciates the autonomy 

he has been given, both with budget matters and with the hiring 

of personnel. 

I have a lot of autonomy ••• in how I spend my budget •••• And 
again, I have a great deal of autonomy as to who I hire •••• 
I think I've improved the school's image in the corrmuni ty 
through the hires I've made, and the grade levels are 
strengthened through the hires I've made ••• 

Because of the autonomy and responsibility given to the principal 

by the community, professionalism in the school is an important 

focus. 

I'm in a sense a care-taker for the conmunity. The conmunity 
has entrusted me with not only running the school, but 
staffing the school. 

Principal 2 

Part of my appreciation (for this school) is that although 
we have our problems, this school is for one reason or another 
behind the rest of the world in taking on some of the problems 
too. I have friends who ••• when I tell them my worst behavior, 
they just wish they could trade. 

This school is located in a small, suburban district. It has 

the most predominantly Anglo-American population, and the fewest 

Native-American students, of schools participating in the study. 

The principal is the "newest" at his administrative duties (he is 

in the middle of his second year). He also is in the somewhat unique 

situation of becoming principal at the school where he had previously 
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taught for a number of years. He says of this experience 

I had to go through a lot of changes •••• lt takes quite a bit 
of mind shift for people •••• lf you know someone in one respect, 
it's hard for you to accept that they also have another side 
to their personality. 

One of the reasons he did awly to be principal at this school, 

he reflected, was his concern that the existing attitudes toward 

children and their welfare continue as part of the staff's 

philosophy. 

One of the things that I did not want to see happen to this 
school was that somebody would come in and not appreciate 
what the focus had been forever, which is child-centered 
education. Respect for the individual child, the 
development of the whole person ••• 

Now that he is the principal at this school, he is very excited 

about developing new educational goals with his staff. He describes 

them as "energetic, willing, and capable; the teachers here are 

real special. There really is a feeling of the kid being in the 

center". He currently is in the process of developing with his 

staff a sense of shared mission and vision. One way of accomplishing 

that task has been through focusing on the development of "more 

cohesion, more cooperation at the grade level". Another way of 

creating shared vision has been through the personal defining of 

his role as school leader. This role includes a perception of 

leadership as " ••• somebody with genuine interest in the welfare 

of all, who makes the decision"; and in so doing, addresses teachers' 

needs as he perceives them • 

• • • they need·· to know there's somebody there to take the 
disgruntled parent calIon the phone. There's somebody there 
to go to the grueling budget meetings; there's somebody there 
to defend the teachers at an administrative meeting. 
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Principal 3 

This school, with the smallest student population of the 

participating schools, has the most predominantly Hispanic 

population, has very few Anglo-American and African-American 

students, and no Asian-American students. This school also has 

a staff with the longest average length of teaching experience (the 

average was 14 years). The principal, who also is Hispanic, is 

in her fifth year at this school and brings to this experience a 

special education background. 

She describes the neighborhood cx:xrmunity as having a number of 

challenges. 

(This is) a community of new arrivals and first generation 
Mexican-Americans ••• who in the past have felt disenfranchised. 

As is the case for many inner-ci ty schools, the principal notes 

"a lot of violence" in the area, including gang activity and 

substance abuse. Despite these harsh realities, however, the 

principal also indicates 

Parents are proud of having attended here and now having their 
children and grandchildren attending (this school). 

The school recently has gone through major renovation, and now 

is like a beacon for the sometimes troubled neighborhood and its 

families. Within the walls of the school, too, renovation is 

occurring. The principal and her staff have been involved in a 

comprehensive restructuring project for three and one-half years. 

The restructuring has included changes in how students are grouped, 

how services are delivered to students with special needs, how 
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teachers collaborate with one another, how and why students are 

assessed, and how and which materials are used, to name a few. 

Through this process, tremendous increases in home/school 

interactions have occurred on many levels, with parents becoming 

very visible in the school, and vocal about their educational 

concerns. A sense of comnunity partnership has developed along 

with the development of school goals. 

Now that we have brought everyone together, it's (a matter 
of looking at) what the staff believes and what the parents 
want and the kids, because we have had lots of dialogue with 
the parents and the kids. We have dialogued so much about 
what we want the school to be, I think at least at the 
awareness level we're all talking the same language. 

One of the challenges during the restructuring process has been 

how to make the curriculum and atmosphere of the school relevant 

to the cultural background of the students. 

Hispanic culture was not ad:lressed at all. I felt we needed 
to make the kids feel proud of who they are and really expand 
on that knowledge they brought to school. 

Finding an appropriate solution to this problem involved planning 

with teachers a curriculum that would provide "additive programs 

rather than subtractive programs which I think we had ••• " 

Principal 4 

The principal of this school describes families in the community 

as "upper mid:lle-class to weal thy, very involved and supportive 

of school". The school population is predominantly Anglo-American 

(89 percent), about eight percent Hispanic, two percent 

Asian-American, and no African-American students. This principal 

has taught the greatest number of years (18) before becoming a 

80 



principal. Like Principal 3, she brings to her principalship a 

special education background. Perhaps because of this background, 

she demonstrates a philosophy of focusing on individual children 

by knowing her students well. Related to this is her philosophy 

of teacher and principal accountability to parents. 

I appreciate that my assistant superintendent makes a list 
of cornnents (fran Client Satisfaction Surveys) and sends them 
to me so I know where the concerns are, the things we need 
to deal with. Then I can share that with the staff ••• and 
I tell my teachers that once a week they have to let the 
parents know what's going on in their classroom ••• 

In addition to building greater accountability, this principal 

is conmi tted to maintaining high credibility with the cormnmi ty • 

She fosters this credibility by focusing cornnunity attention on 

the many examples of excellence in the teaching and activities at 

her school. When describing an instance in which a few parents 

expressed concerns about one of the special programs at the school, 

the principal discussed the importance of making sure the corrmuni ty 

has accurate information regarding programs and services. 

I think public school educators are often in a defense mode 
and I think we need to realize that on the whole ••• we do a 
very good job of educating a wide variety of students •••• We 
should be bragging rather than always defending ••• that's one 
of the things I learned fran that incident. 

Ad:ling another conment about cormnmi ty, this principal shares 

The buzzword in the district right now is building cornnuni ties. 
And I think that's real important. 'Ib be everything to 
my parents that they need, everything to my staff that they 
need, and still be here for the kids, is pretty demanding. 
But I think the time you put into those efforts is well 
worth it. 

Principal 5 

This school is in a unique position, both geographically and 
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culturally. MJre than half of the student population (59%) comes 

fran a Native-American comnunity adjacent to the school. The school 

also serves a segment of the larger conmunity that is predaninantly 

Hispanic, resulting in a student population that is 35 percent 

Hispanic. The remaining six percent of the population are Anglo-

American students. Three culture and language groups are evident 

within the school, with many children at various stages of 

tri-lingualism. 

We have parents who never used to be here because they didn't 
speak English, and about 15 of them are taking ESL classes 
here right now. So sometimes I go in with them, and while 
they're learning English I give them information about 
what's going on at school; and I keep telling them I need 
them here. 

The principal, who is Hispanic, has found that working with some 

of the local customs requires creativity and sensitivity. 

We have about 60 percent Native-American students here •••• 
OUr attendance expectations are high, but with their 
traditions, parents are not going to send them during 
special holidays •••• We have tried to use our school 
calendar as one way to accommodate their religious needs, 
so that one of our "breaks" occurs during one of their 
holidays. 

P5 remarked that one of her most important priori ties was to be 

"visible and available for all parents during and after school". 

With parents who traditionally have not felt comfortable attending 

school functions or speaking with persons in authority positions, 

this principal mentioned that one way she attempts to make a 

difference in families' lives is by building an errotional "bridge" 

between school and home. 

We can never give up and say parents are not interested 
in their kids' education. We just have to find a way to 
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bridge, to cornnunicate with them and show' them their 
feelings count. 

Demographic Data 

Demographic data obtained from the participants in a pre-interview 

letter (see Chapter III) indicated some of the variety present 

between their respec;::ti ve schools and cornnuni ties. Table 1 shows 

these data. 

The socio-economic diversity present in these cornnunities was 

evident in descriptions given by the principals. One commmi ty 

was described as being a very low socio-economic area, and two others 

as being low. Two conmuni ties were described as being low to middle 

socio-economic areas. One cornnuni ty was described as being a midlle 

to upper middle socio-economic area, and one was described as being 

an uwer middle to wealthy socio-economic area. 

Representation of certain ethnic groups was markedly different 

between some of the schools. Table 1 shows that between the 

participating sites, representation of Anglo-American students ranged 

from .2% to over 91 %. A similar range existed for Hispanic students, 

from 5.7% to 89%. Representation of African-American students ranged 

0% to 14%, and representation of Native-American students ranged 

from .2% to 59%. Two schools had no Asian-American students, and 

no school had more than 3.7%. 

Total student population for the participating schools ranged 

from 357 to 768. Population size, however, did not seem to be 

associated with whether principals felt the complexity of the issues 
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Demographic Categories 

1. Socio-economic status of 

community 

2. Size of student population 

3. Chapter I school? 

4. Ethnic diversity (given in %) 

Anglo-American 

African-American 

Hispanic 

Asian-American 

Native American 

Other 

5. Size of staff 

(certified and classified personnel) 

Table 1. Demographic Information Across Sites 

PA PB PI P2 P3 

low to middle low low to middle middle to upper very low 
middle 

590 650 768 552 357 

No No Yes Yes Yes 

60.0 62.2 84.0 91.4 .2 

14.0 9.8 < 1.0 1.6 .3 

24.0 23.3 14.0 5.7 89.0 

1.0 3.7 < 1.0 .8 -

1.0 .9 1.0 .2 10.5 

- - < 1.0 - -

50 46 50 57 43 

P4 P5 

upper middle to low 
wealthy 

475 507 

No Yes 

89.0 6.0 

- -
2.0 35.0 

2.0 -

1.0 59.0 

--

30 53 
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Table 1. Continued 

[~emOgIClphiC Categories PA PB PI P2 P3 P4 P5 
i . .' . . . 

6. Ave~ge length of faculty 

experience (given in years) 

7. Gender of principal 

8. Administrative experience 

(given in years): 

Prior position(s) 

Current position 

9. Teaching experience 

(given in years): 

Note: - indicates a numerical value of zero 

15 

F 

6 

10 

9 

10 

F 

4 

15 

7 

M 

6 

9 

10 

M 

2 

12 

14 

F 

5.5 

5 

9 

12 

F 

6 

4 

18 

9 

F 

8 

3 

13 



they dealt with were lesser or greater than those of another 

principal. Other factors seemed to be better detenniners of the 

type of complexity associated with school issues faced by the 

participating principals. Examples of these factors included 

financial constraints due to changes in families I earnings, the 

number of families described as transient, sudden growth within 

the cornnunity, and neighborhood violence. 

Although participants were selected based on the characteristics 

of their schools rather than on personal traits, a few facts about 

the principals are worth noting. Five of the seven principals 

(71 %) were waneni this number may represent a growing trend in school 

administration. P1 indicated that half of all the school principals 

in his district are now wanen. This researcher also found the range 

of administrative experience to be interesting. P2, with no prior 

administrative experience, was in his second year at the time of 

the studYi PA, with six years of prior administrative experience, 

was in her tenth (and final) year as a school principal. All 

participants had taught prior to entering administrative work, but 

some of them also had worked at the district level in various 

capacities, or had worked with federal programs. 

Use of Interaction Schemas 

Interaction charts (schemas) were developed to display visually 

the interaction between components of incidents described by each 

principal. These charts were helpful because (a) they enabled the 

resear~her to better understand relationships between issue-related 
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canponents in each incident, and (b) they assisted in helping the 

researcher to determine the applicability of her conceptual IOOdel 

(see the following section for a discussion of the development and 

refinement of the model). 

Three interaction charts (Figures 4, 5, and 6 shown on the 

following three pages) were selected for inclusion in the Results 

Section because of the similarities as well as the differences they 

represent. A discussion of similarities is given below, followed 

by a discussion of differences. 

Similarities 

Each of the three charts represents an incident that occurred 

during the first and second year of the respective principal's (P1, 

P2, and P3) administration at his or her particular school. The 

incidents occurred, then, during a time of adjustment both for the 

principals and their faculties; consequently, the incidents all 

included administrative change. 

The issues related to each of these incidents also had similar 

canponents. First, the principals dealt directly or indirectly 

with the issue of developing relationships with staff members already 

working at the school prior to the principals' arrival. In all 

three cases, the principals felt this initial process was an 

important part of their first administrative year. Second, the 

principals dealt with the consequences of changes in leadership 

style from previous principals. This meant that the new principals 

needed to convey their respective leadership styles in a clear manner 

as they adJressed the issues represented in the charts. 

87 



88 

Figure 4. Interaction Schema for Principal 2 
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FigureS. Interaction Schema for Principal 1 
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Figure 6. Interaction Schema for Principal 3 
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P1, P2, and P3 expressed similar views about how they chose to 

approach their respective issues. For example, they each perceived 

their roles to include an emphasis on developing group problem 

solving processes with their staffs. This perception then led to 

selecting problem solving strategies and action plans in which they 

encouraged group discussion, developed group goals, and built 

consensus. All three principals indicated that this aspect of the 

decision making process was time-intensive; not only were they 

creating possible solutions to their respective problems, but they 

also were creating communication networks with their staffs. 

All three principals spoke of the positive outcomes associated 

with their respective incidents. They each may have selected only 

incidents with positive outcomes to discuss with the interviewer; 

also possible, however, is that the positive outcomes were 

significant because the incidents themselves were perceived as 

critical "marker" experiences in the careers of these principals. 

Differences 

Despite the various similarities related to the issues, approaches 

used by the principals, and perceptions about the outcomes of the 

incidents, a few important differences should be noted: the role 

of district influences, use of authority and participation, and 

leadership style. 

District-level concerns played a significant role in the incident 

described by P2 (Figure 4). Because of concerns expressed about 

test performance, along with his own desire to implement reform 

measures, P2 initiated the means to achieve school-wide change. 
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Accountability, especially in the area of curriculum, became a focal 

point in discussions aOOut school goals. P2 perceived his role 

to be that of instructional leader, stressing his personal comnitment 

to the improvement of instruction in his school. Thus, 

district-level concerns provided a timely impetus for P2 to begin 

implementing curricular improvements that he already had decided 

were needed in his school. 

Each of the three principals used authority and participation 

in different ways, based partly on their values and beliefs aOOut 

the issues they were dealing with, but based also on their leadership 

goals. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, P2 used his position 

as school leader to initiate change and focus on accountabilityo 

He exercised his authority by expressing his expectation for staff 

conrnibnent to school improvement plans, cornnunicating his philosophy 

regarding the importance of a shared sense of mission, and increasing 

the number of faculty meetings held each month. P2 encouraged 

teacher participation by creating a suggestion box, providing more 

opportunities during meetings for dialogue, involving teachers in 

the develpment of a school mission statement, and requesting their 

responses on a survey aOOut his performance as principal. 

During his first year as principal, P1 (Figure 5) used the 

authority of his position to establish small group discussion 

meetings to deal with various school issues. His intent was to 

establish a collaOOrative, shared decision making environment. 

He discovered, however, that his assumptions regarding teachers I 

responses to this philosophy were not shared by all of them. During 
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the remainder of the year, P1 used his position to demonstrate 

confidence in his teachers I expertise by implementing a number of 

their suggestions. He encouraged participation by consistently 

focusing on collaborative problem solving, improving his listening 

and communication skills, publicly recognizing individual 

contributions of staff members, and involving classified personnel 

in more staff decisions. 

P3 (Figure 6) came to the principalship with several years of 

district experience. She therefore was able to use her authority 

as principal to provide infonnation to her teachers regarding 

compliance with district, state, and federal program guidelines. 

She also used her authority to evaluate suggestions for change, 

determining with teachers how proposed changes would be different 

fran existing programs. Finally, P3 used her authority to provide 

time for group and individual reflection on issues. She encouraged 

participation by incorporating on-going dialogue into the decision 

process, expanding the knowledge base that existed between groups 

of teachers, focusing on quality education for all students rather 

than just the targeted ones, and supporting teachers in designing 

their own program to address issues. 

Differences in leadership style between the three principals 

do not necessarily indicate that one style is superior to the others, 

and that it therefore provides a template for all school leaders. 

Leadership style is the visible "tip" of the administrative iceberg. 

Underlying leader style are such elements as personality type, 

experience, age, personal motivation and goals, and philosophy. 
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In addition, leadership styles may change over time in response 

to further experiences, sense of success, new goals, and reflection 

upon previous decisions. 

P2's style reflects leadership goals associated with perceiving 

his role to be that of guide for his teachers. In establishing 

himself as the instructional leader, P2 pursues improvements in 

curriculum and instruction through setting the direction for future 

school goals. At the same time, he strives for a shared sense of 

mission through consensus building about how to achieve those goals. 

While recognizing the individual strengths of his teachers, he also 

recognizes a need for greater unity in purpose. 'Ib that end, P2 

has adopted a leadership style that places him as the "captain" 

of his school's educational team. 

P1's leadership style reflects goals associated with perceiving 

his role to be that of collaborator with his teachers. Although 

he mentioned his ability to make executive decisions when necessary, 

his interview responses stressed the collaborative nature of his 

day-to-day leadership style. P1 emphasizes with his staff the 

interdependent nature of their involvement in children's education, 

seeking fran his staff ideas on how best to improve the educational 

experience. His focus on life-long learning is supported by a 

philosophy of professional collegiality, and is made visible in 

a leadership style that places him as lead teacher in a collaborative 

group. 

P3's style reflects leadership goals associated with perceiving 

her role to be that of supporter of her teachers. While she is 
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committed to the reform measures underway at her school, she also 

is committed to her teachers being the creators of that reform. 

Only in that way, she feels, can reform be substantive and 

long-lasting. Tb achieve her goal of leading by supporting, P3 

employs reflective dialogue and questioning. She also provides 

the boundaries for district, state, and federal compliance while 

encouraging her teachers to explore decision possibilities within 

those boundaries. Her focus on facing challenging issues as an 

informed group is one reason she has developed a leadership style 

that places her as a supporter of empowered teachers. 

Development of a Conceptual Model 

The need for a conceptual model became apparent as the researcher 

began analyzing interview data from the pilot study. Principals 

spoke of similar ideas in different ways, used the same terms to 

express different philosophies, and focused on issue-related themes 

differently and to varying degrees. A model was needed that would 

allow for comparison of differences, as well as similarities, across 

interviews. 

Part of the structure for this conceptual model (Figure 7) came 

from the review of literature. The work of Leithwood (1988) and 

Leithwood and M:mtgomery (1984) was particularly helpful in 

distinguishing between "internal" context factors and "external" 

context factors. Peterson's (1988) research on "problem finding" 

was helpful in establishing the need to include problem solving 

strategies in the model. Sarason's (1971) research on principals' 
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work assisted the researcher in deciding to place the "internal" 

factors at the center of the model. 

Part of the structure of the model came fran the interviewing 

fonnat itself. As questions were asked about the circumstances 

surrounding each incident, certain information seemed to be expressed 

consistently across principals. This information included facts 

about building, district, or coomunity involvement in the incident. 

It also included facts about the principals' goals at the time. 

The researcher therefore incorporated these elements into the model. 

The purpose of the model then became twofold: (a) to provide 

a visual means for canparing data from individual interviews, and 

(b) to display the interaction between internal, external, and action 

factors during the decision making process. As seen in the diagram, 

external factors converge into resulting issue-related goals, problem 

solving strategies, action plan(s), and decision(s). This sequence 

holds true particularly in incidents in which the issues involved 

have prescribed policies or guidelines for principals to follow. 

When policies or guidelines do not exist, or when they conflict 

with what individual principals see as needed for their particular 

schools, or when principals 'percei ve existing guidelines to be vague 

(as often happens with complex or ambiguous issues), then principals 

use additional resources for determining their course of action. 

Three resources that seem to be most relevant in dealing with canplex 

or ambiguous issues are principals' educational philosophies, their 

educational values and beliefs, and the perceptions they have of 

their roles as school leaders. For this reason, these resources 
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are clustered at the "heart" of the model. They have their own 

dynamic relationship, influencing and being influenced by one 

another. At the same time, however, they join external factors 

in converging into issue-related goals, problem solving strategies, 

action plan(s), and decision(s). 

As principals discussed outcomes of the various incidents, 

including effects on their subsequent attitudes or actions, the 

researcher realized that the model did not depict these changes. 

A refinement was made to show a second cluster of internal factors 

(educational philosophy, values and beliefs, and perception of role) 

that emerged as a result of principals reflecting on the consequences 

of their decisions. The final model has this second cluster of 

internal factors emanating from the principals' deciSions, indicating 

the potential for change within these internal factors. This 

refinement was helpful in showing how dealing with complex or 

ambiguous issues strengthened previous perceptions or changed them. 

An example of how the model was used to record interview data 

is shown in Figure B. 

As data were coded and categorized, elements of the external, 

internal, and action factors became more evident. The interaction 

of these elements and their influence on the decision P4 made were 

recorded in the model to show the decision making process more 

clearly. Data also were used to show changes in P4's educational 

values and beliefs and her perception of her role as a result of 

the decision process she went through and the decision she made. 

The remainder of ' this chapter will include answers to each of 

the initial ,research questions. 

98 



0"1 
0"1 

Figure 8. Conceptual Model Showing Issue for Principal 4 
ISSUE: l-tow to re.-bui\d ~-l(\ft trust. Qf\:sr (\ ne.9uti'lt. inci den-\:' 

has e.rode<1 -\:J:ot.her~) p~r'~ptions of ~ prolnt."lpCl} ns Q ~upp()r-\:.er 

'EXT~f-NAL rli--:roRs\ 

Dislrid~ 
L~\I ~, 

• CliS{rld. poli~ 
• di~trla ~CI. rnll')\n.r-o.~or 

bro'"'ahl into 1.i\."o.:\:.lol'\ 

\
----communii::J __ -, 

Lt..., ~\ 

I 

I AC1IDN ff1e.T~RSI 

- -) °1~~Ilt._ r-t.l~hd. .. 
~i\ <::'00.1", " ~~o -~-.,.-

/ '. r'--bllild lru~\. • ~'f~\4t\-\t. rok... 

~\ Ael;,i~f\ \- - - ~\ Dt.c.i s ion' 
• '\ufport. l tcun - • tonsi 6i.tnH'j 

/ , b~\:.wun prlntljX\.\ • ~"Cl.lu,",t. ~I'\.u~lior'\ 
/ I "1')4 loU. ~ro.cl<... ~tQtha-s irom i:.ht.Nzr pcrsp,u:tln 

A • de·,alap pla.n t.o tnhQI"II:t. 

\~nth;n~ rtct,uut demotH.!l"QtC, 
• t. ... Pf'ort I"\t.w Sup~ of 

bt-IUNr ";'i\:h t:.e:-( 3 

I 

I 

I Hlo.~iOn~hips 

• \0 ~uppor't. \.tnchtrS 
• -\D ~"ppl)rl pnrtnls 

:? • '\.D {t\~i Ii {n\t. t'\t~iQ:liDr'\ 
.o~ • \:0 be. t)o.tt.u..\:.i\le. d~Uftjol'\ 
o,p"c ma.lI.tt-
. !i~I!,. • lo providt.. innovo:l;"Ie. 

0/(, ~ pro~r~S 

• 'tto.thtrs t.hou.lll. dtlnondrolt. ~J\lpporl of 
l>rlnt.I po.I 

• p ri ntipo\ muftl ho.vt. Gd(tuG\t. informa..\.Jor'\ 
1.\) oma.~L a..pproprio.~t. d(eifoions 

• prl ntl po.I ShOl\ld in{orm {ta..thtr~ of 
dtc:,j sionS oHt.d:.'''S \:Nrn 

\ INTE R NALfAc.n;1 

po.rc.nl flrou.P 0 
• ~i"e. pu'\,li~ rt(oo~"iliO"l'\ 
-u SL"u-ol 'i:uo.cr3 ""t .... 
li~ 0 

o 
o 

<.61A.b\i.sh muh.\.Q.1 

• principo\ must c:on'i'1.tn~J~ d~ana\.r~\.t. 
'upport of t.tQ.U>trS 

• 'It.o.t.hu-s rnu,l ho.-.c.. ndt4,lto,\t. iniormQ.\ICJ'\ 
\..0 ma.k~ o.ppr0f'ria..~ dt.ti&ionS 

• prlflu pnl shoo-Id to"o..borQ\.1!. wilh 
~t..u--s obou.t. dtc.i.,.iOl') o~lIons in 
Ilb ueS af! ecl.ln~ '-htro 



Results of Research Questions 

Research Question 1 

What kinds of school issues do these elementary principals 

perceive as being complex or ambiguous? 

As part of the pre-interview letter, principals were asked to 

think of and rank order three types of school issues they perceived 

as complex, and three types of school issues perceived as ambiguous. 

Elements of canplexity were defined as "having several sub-issues, 

or involving conflicting viewpoints, or being sensitive in nature". 

Elements of ambiguity were defined as "being unclear in scope, 

ill-structured, or difficult to define". Table 2, parts I and II, 

includes principals' responses regarding canplex and ambiguous school 

issues. 

Six of the seven principals (86%) indicated in their responses 

that the type of school issues perceived as most canplex (shown 

in part I, column one) included matters originating at the building 

level, and involved either parents, teachers, or students, or all 

three groups. All seven principals (100%) indicated that the second­

most canplex type of school issues (shown in part I, column two) 

also included concerns at the building level and issues related 

to school goals and programs. The third-most canplex type of school 

issues (shCMrl in part I, column three) also involved building level 

concerns, including issues related to special populations and general 

management of school. 

Table 2, part II, shoos principals' responses about school issues 

they perceived as ambiguous. In their responses, five of the seven 
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Table 2. Summary of Issue Types Perceived to be Complex or Ambiguous 

1. Three (3) types of school issues perceived by principals as complex 

(as ranked by principals) 

p Most Complex Second-Most Complex Third-Most Complex 

PA Helping teachers value change Parent involvement Strengthening Cooperative 

Relationships among Staff 

PB District funding Testing of students -

PI Personnel Issues Issues That Become Political in Nature Special Education Laws/Regulations 

P2 Hiring New Personnel Developing New School Goals Scheduling of Special Classes 

P3 Empowering Teachers, Parents, Students Creating Effective Programs by Teachers Maintaining a Safe School Environment 

Who Implement Them Despite Neighborhood Violence 

P4 Student Discipline Student Placement Teacher Assignments 

P5 Student Discipline Student Achievement (having programs Personnel Relations 

in place) 



N Table 2. Continued 
o 
.-

II. Three (3) types of school issues perceived by principals as ambiguous 

(as ranked by principals) 

p Most Ambiguous Second-Most Ambiguous Third-Most Ambiguous 

PA Vague directives for implementing programs Unnecessary paperwork required by district Lack of district program support due to 

budget cuts 

PB Gaining District Support for Special 

Programs: 

Chapter I Students at Risk Desegregation Funding ---

PI Unclear Directives from District Personnel Interpretation of Special Education Law Special Program Compliance 

Laws/Constraints 

P2 Scheduling of Aide Time Establishing School Dress Code Working Within Budget Constraints 

P3 Site-based Decision Making Changing Assessment to Authentic Models Aligning Skill Teaching with Philosophy of 

. Life-Long Learning 

P4 Student/Parent Perceptions of Teachers StafT Involvement in Extra School Duties StafT Inservices 

P5 Coordinating District and Federal Goals With Budget Mailers Working With Local Tribal Leaders 

School 

NOTE: - indicates no response. 
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principals (71 %) indicated that the type of school issues they 

perceived as most ambiguous (shown in part II, column one) originated 

at the district level, including those related to funding, clarity 

of district directives for new programs, and site-based management. 

Four of the seven principals (57%) indicated that the second-most 

ambiguous type of school issues (shown in part II, column two) 

originated at the building level, including those related to student 

assessment, interpretation of special education regulations, and 

involvement of staff in extra duties. Similarly, five of the seven 

principals (71 %) indicated that the third-most ambiguous type of 

school issues (shown in part II, column three) originated at the 

building level, involving matters such as budget constraints, 

aligning philosophy with instruction, and staff inservice. 

For the interview, each principal was asked to relate three 

decision making incidents he/she felt were significant because the 

issues involved were perceived as either complex or ambiguous. 

A summary of these specific school issues is shown in table 3. 

The total number of issues given by principals for this study was 

17. A description of the issue related to each incident was 

synthesized into a comparable phrase fonnat, based on interpretation 

of data obtained about incidents during each interview; each 

synthesis then was checked and verified by the participants in a 

follow-up session as being accurate. The majority of incidents 

concerned issues either currently being dealt with, or recently 

dealt with (within the past two years). P1, however, included an 

incident fran six years ago; P4 included an incident she felt was 
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o Table 3. Summary of School Issues Related to Critical Incidents 

Principal A Pilot Study Principal B 

How to use group problem solving processes 
to address an immediate need and establish 
an on-going approach to conflict mediation 

How to provide quality programming for 
children despite cuts in district 
financial commitments, while also 
creating alternative support systems 

P 

pl 

P2 

P3 

Issue Related to 
Incident Number One 

How to work around district 
constraints and deal with 
ambivalent attitudes when 
developing a new education­
al program 

How to develop and demon­
strate leadership style as 
a first-year principal, 
while addressing the indiv­
idual needs of staff members 

How to use school as a 
community to create quality 
bilingual programs for all 
students, and promote 
cultural sensitivity through 
~taff and student integration 

Issue Related to 
Incident Number Two 

How to use the hiring and 
evaluation process to pro­
mote high standards of 
teaching from qualified 
personnel, and maintain the 
community's trust in so 
doing 

How to successfully cross 
the threshhold from teach­
er to arnninistrator, and 
preserve the school's focus 
during a time of adminis­
trative change 

How to develop a teacher 
evaluation model that en­
courages growth, meets 
specific school needs, and 
makes use of the principal's 
expertise as an instruc­
tional leader 

Issue Related to 
Incident Number 'lhree 

How to create, with a former 
staff, a shared decision making 
environment built on trust, 
and leading to a school-wide 
sense of interdependence 

HO\'" to create, with a former 
staff, a shared sense of mission 
that includes new goals, 
directions, and greater 
accountability for student 
growth 

How to create an environment 
conducive to change while 
maintaining consistency and 
balance in the leadership 
role 
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b 
P 

P4 

P5 

Table 3 "continued. 
- ------

Issue Related to 
Incident Number One 

How to develop and main-
tain one's role as child 
advocate in difficult 
disciplinary situations 

How to discipline students 
fairly while being sensitive 
to differences between the 

-..- tations of home and school 

Issue Related to Issue Related to 
Incident Number Two Incident Number Three 

How to work pro-actively How to re-build staff trust 
with parents in a confron- after a negative situation 
tational situation despite has eroded teachers' perceptions 
non-supportive district of principal as a supporter 
action 

How to coordinate the use of How to use the school community 
district and federal funds to create a bridge between the 
wi th local resources to home and school and increase 
provide needed programs parental "involvement 

--



significant from nearly 20 years ago. A summary of all incidents 

is shown in table 4. 

Research Question 2 
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What educational values and beliefs do these elementary principals 

have about these complex or ambiguous issues? 

Research Question 3 

What influence do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs have in their decisions on complex 

or ambiguous issues? 

To answer these research questions, educational values and beliefs 

associated with the incidents and issues described by the principals 

were analyzed to discover (a) their influence on the decision making 

practice of individual principals, and (b) recurring value and belief 

themes within and across principal interviews. Each of these will 

be discussed briefly below. 

The Influence of Values and Beliefs on the Decision Making Practice 

of Individual Principals 

Table 5 includes issue-related value statements from each 

principal, and the influence of values on individual practice. 

Column one contains statements (quoted verbatim) that are 

representative of the responses principals gave about each issue 

and incident. Column two contains a stmmary of the principals' 

subsequent actions in each incident. In each case, individual 

principals acted in ways that were situation-specific but also 

closely linked to their values. That is, their actions were guided 

by what they perceived as good, right, or important in dealing with 
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Table 4. SUlIInary of Critical Incidents 

Principal A Pilot study Principal B 

Financial constraints at the district level led 
to insufficient playground supervision, 
resulting in a rock fight and a child being hurt 

Principal was infonned at the end of the 
school year that funding for computer lab 
technicians ~uld be cut for the next year 

.p II Incident Number One 

P1 II Principal was told in the spring 
that 6th grade students would be 
part of the school beginning in 
the fall, and to develop a 
curriculum for them 

P2 II Principal had to leave town 
before making a decision about 
use of aide time; controversy 
developed in his absence 

P3 IlBetween-class fighting led 
principal to'believe that some 
aspects of the school bilingual 
program were creating in-school 
segregation between students 

Incident Number Two 

Principal hired someone who 
became increasingly unpro­
fessional and unresponsive to 
remediation efforts by the 
principal 

Principal awlied for the 
principalship at the same 
school in which he had taught 
knowing faculty's mixed 
feelings about the previous 
principal 

Principal created a new tea­
cher evaluation approach in 
her efforts to stress pro­
fessional risk-taking with 
her staff 

Incident Number Three 

Principal became aware of sane 
teachers' discontent with his 
leadership as a new principal, 
and their desire that he be more 
authoritative 

Principal wanted to involve his 
staff in the writing of a school 
mission statement and in developing 
a shared sense of purpose 

Principal became concerned about 
her use of authority when she 
had to discuss with some teachers 
the inadequacy of their language 
arts program 
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Table 4 continued. 

P Incident Number One 

P4 As principal-designee, she became 
concerned about disciplinary 
action being administered to one 
of her special education students 

PS One student hit another with a 
rock. Principal administered 
disciplinary action, but becarce 
concerned that she could be 
creating greater distance between. 
school and hone in the process 

Incident Number Two Incident Number 'Ihree 

Principal was notified by a Principal attempted unsuccessfully 
few parents that they wanted to mediate a teacher-parent 
the program for gifted stu- conflict, resulting in some 
dents removed fran the schex>l teachers perceiving her as 

unsupportive 

She became principal of a Principal pranised parents a 
Chapter I schex>l and dis- parents • rcom in new schex>l, but 
covered her role needed to an additional classrex>m also 
change to facilitate site- became a necessity because of 
based spending proposals population growth 

- ---- -
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.Table 5. Issue-Related Value statements and Their Influence on Practice 

Principal and 
Incident 

Representative Value statements 

11. 

PA 

PB 

II 

We were looking for something that would tie in 
with the value system of the school: self­
concept, getting along with each other, using 
problem solving skills. 

We need to offer to implement change in a 
positive way. 1 work with district and other 
people on a daily basis. It's very important 
that I work with them and not against them. 

1 don't think 1 need to exercise my authority 
just because 1 have it. by involving others in 
decision making, they feel empowered and feel 
more ownership and as a result, do a better job. 

I felt like I had let the community down by 
12. IIhiring saneone who was not up to the standard 

that 1 have, that we have here. 

If 1 couldn't be myself in administration, I 
didn't want to do it ••• image was not as impor-

13 lltant to me as substance. 1 wanted to manage 
within my personality type; we're all in this 
together. 

Influence on Decision 
Making Practice 

principal collaborated with 
others about the specific needs 
of the school before deciding 
on a school mediation program 

principal took role as change 
agent, and involved others in 
the process also 

principal used group decision 
making and delegation to create 
shared leadership among staff 

principal used incident to 
devise additional methods for 
screening teaching applicants 

principal encouraged involvement 
with students by classified as 
well as certified personnel, 
stressing their influence as 
teachers and role models 



o Table 5 continued. 

Principal and 
Incident 

Representative Value statements 

P2.. 

P3 

II 

It dawned on me that they just wanted someone to 
be tile leader. And that has led me to make many 
decisions that entailed somebody having to take 
the heat. 

It was really the only thing that had ever 
hawened to me in my life that came to me in a 

r111 huge calling. 

1
3 

I' 

There's excellence in every classroom, but no 
concept of flotilla here. It's time to figure 
out who we are and where we're going. 

The staff has discovered that when they really 
spend time on an issue, it's time well spent; 
time to analyze, plan, check, and to talk. 

teachers no longer see evaluations as the prin­
cipal ckecking up on me. They're saying they 

I~ IIfeel very comfortable and wish I could do it 
more often. 

13 
I need to reflect back on previous actions. Do 
they fit with what I'm proposing now, so I'm 
9iving the same message and not being a diff­
~rent person? 

Influence on Decision 
Making Practice 

principal assumed role of being 
the executive decision maker 
and acting to resolve issues 

principal acted to preserve 
child-centered focus of school 

principal initiated discussion 
regarding the development of 
a school mission statement 

principal arranged time and 
opportunities for teachers to 
p~oblem solve in small and 
large group settings 

principal set up additional 
conferences with teachers to 
provide further input aqaut 
lessons in new areas 

principal developed and used 
criteria for evaluating the 
consequences of previous 
decisions 
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Table 5 continued • 

Principal and 
Incident 

Representative Value statements 

P4 

P5 

It 

Each child is an individual, and although the 
district has a code of conduct book that pre­
scribes what punishment follows what action, 
you still have to look at the child. 

All I wanted was for someone to say the school 
district has a right to decide which building 

1211 is going to house which programs. I wanted 
someone from central administration to say 'cut 
it out'. 

13 

I' 

When you have one terribly upset teacher, it 
goes through the faculty that the principal 
didn't support the teacher. And you sit there 
and think, hCM do you rebuild a trust that has 
been eroded away? 

I want all of my students to learn to solve 
problems without violence, so we discuss 
together other options for their anger. 

I feel like at this school I am really able to 
I~ llmake a difference with many of these children 

and their families, and that's very rewarding. 

\'fuile we're having coffee, I' 11 tell them what's 
13 Ikoing on at school and what we're trying to do, 

!and then I'll say 'What do you think?'. 

Influence on Decision 
Making Practice 

principal used special edu­
cation background to evaluate 
appropriateness of disciplinary 
intervention with children 

principal attempted to build 
greater support for special 
programs at the building level 

principal sought opportunities 
to demonstrate support for 
teachers with parents and with 
teacher requests to implement 
innovative techniques 

principal involved children in 
the problem solving process 
through teaching them the 
elements of dialogue 

principal enhanced her role 
by becoming more involved in 
change initiatives 

principal arranged for informal 
parent visits on a daily basis 
at school 



each incident and issue. This fact points to the appropriateness 

of Hodgkinson's (1978) framework of values hierarchy. 

Table 6 shows issue-related belief statements from each principal, 

and the influence of beliefs on individual practice. As in the 

previous table, column one contains representative statements from 

responses principals gave about each issue and incident. Column 

two contains a summary of principals' subsequent actions in each 

incident. In each case, principals' actions were guided by what 

they perceived as true or real in dealing with each incident and 

issue. Rokeach' s (1960) framework on belief dimensions proved useful 

in exploring the various reasons for this fact. 

Perceptions reported by principals of the influence of educational 

values and beliefs on their decisions varied substantially. For 

example, P2 indicated "I'd never really thought about what 

contributing factors are to what I do, I'm afraid...... P3, on 

the other hand, said "I align my actions to my belief, but now we 

also have a conmon belief in the school. I need to reflect back 

on previous actions on my part...... P3 and her staff have been 

involved for the past three and one-half years in a school 

restructuring project, and have talked extensively about the purposes 

and goals of schooling. These two excerpts are given to show the 

range of variability in responses. Both PA and PB reported that 

they perceived their educational values and beliefs to influence 

their actions in making things "right for kids" (PA' s term); PB 

used the term "equitable". P1 expressed his educational values 

and beliefs to be influential in the way he chose to share his 

112 



(V) Table 6. Issue-Related Belief statements and Their Influence on Practice 

Principal and 
Incident 

Representative Belief statements 

PA 

PB 

I' 

P1 12. 

1 3 

The children are solving their own problems, but 
they're doing it in a positive way. It wasn't the 
adults that were doing the work; the children were 
working with each other. It was very effective. 

I take my responsibility very seriously. I will 
have to do something here to make this equitable 
for our kids. I'm working very hard with the 
district to see if we can come to some sort of 
agreement. 

I think we've made it a positive experience, but 
the task was ambiguous in that it had never been 
done before; and it was complex because of both 
political reasons and people's perceptions. 

A lot of times people slip through the interview 
process and get into the system and establish 
tenure. Then it's very difficult to terminate 
someone even though you know you should. 

I thought saying 'Let's decide together' would 
automatically build trust. What it took was me 
saying that together we're going to make a 
decision and I would back up that decision. 

Influence on Decision 
Making Practice 

principal used conflict mediation 
model as a school-wide approach 
to discipline problems 

principal became involved with 
a number of groups seeking change 
at the district level 

principal used expertise among 
staff members to assist in 
researching needs and promoting 
positive attitudes 

principal relied on policy 
regarding remediation and also 
extensive documentation of 
communications with teacher 

principal formed several teacher 
committees, and during the year 
implemented a number of their 
recommendations 



"'" Table 6 continued. 

Principal and 
Incident 

Representative Belief Statements 

II 

P2 1.2. 

13 

II 

P3 r:l. 

13 

They each need a different slice of the admin­
istrator and you have to become that individual­
ized administrator. But they all need to know 
somebody will facilitate things. 

\fuat we're doing here is much bigger than any of 
us. The purpose of this whole business of edu­
cating children is much bigger than all of us 
put together. 

The makings of a team are here and part of that 
is deciding who the captain is, and I've al­
ready decided that. I have very strong feelings 
nbout how things are going to be. 

I believe that people who are going to imple­
ment the program have to create it. And when 
you have an issue requiring change, the assump­
tion is you can change it. 

They do trust me, and when I say I'm giving them 
permission to risk, I truly mean that. I see my 
role as a support to the teachers. We all have 
responsibility for curriculum. 

I'm not the only one dealing with this issue. 
The letting go of the authority figure is also 
happening in the classroom and we're modeling 
for each other. 

Influence on Decision 
Making Practice 

principal became a better 
listener to needs of teachers, 
then acted from perspective of 
the welfare of all 

principal applied for adminis 
trative position because of 
a sense of calling 

principal spoke more frequently 
and strongly about educational 
philosophy and vision for the 
future 

principal employed dialogue 
process and became facilitator 
for teacher-generated ideas 
to problem solving 

principal used evaluation as 
formative experiences to support 
teacher risk-taking by encouraging 
lesson giving in new areas 

principal raised new issues 
with staff so that the dialogue 
process can be a school-wide 
approach to problem solving 
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Table 6 continued. 

Principal and 
Incident 

Representative Belief statanents 

I' 

p+ 12 

13 

II 

P5 
I~ 

13 

We're in the job of dealing with children; and 
we need to act in their behalf. You need to let 
parents know, always, what's going on, what 
action you're taking, what your thinking is. 

Often the reaction of upper administration is 
not what you hoped it would be. They did take 
a stand, and if that had happened initially, I 
don't think we would have had a year where we 
constantly felt we had to defend. 

I really felt I was being hung out to dry. I 
was getting no support from my staff. And it 
set up a situation between my 6th grade teachers 
and I that was not positive. 

When the home and the school have very different 
expectations, it's very hard sometimes to have a 
discipline policy that seems fair to everyone. 

Working with budgets was easier in previous years. 
We had to be accountable only to the district. Now 
with state and federal funds also being used, we 
have many more guidelines to follow. 

r believe school should be a bridge between the 
home and school, instead of a wall; especially 
~here different cultures are involved, like here. 

Influence 011 Decision 
Making Practice 

principal used knowledge of 
child's history and needs to 
decide action; also involved 
parents 

principal took responsibility 
to disseminate accurate in­
fonnation regarding school 
programs and services 

principal focused attention 
on creating opportunities for 
increased conmunication with 
all teachers 

principal began making home 
visits to explain school policy 
to parents and enlist their 
support 

principal collaborated with 
faculty to identify needs and 
goals, and then wrote proposals 
for use of funds 

principal initiated creation 
of parents' room and was there 
part of each school morning 



authority with his staff when deciding complex or ambiguous issues. 

P4 mentioned the importance of her values and beliefs in considering 

the effects of her decisions on interactions between the people 

in her school and comnuni ty • pS indicated that she valued being 

perceived by others as someone who can effect positive change. 

There's tremendous responsibility in my principalship 
at this school. People perceive you as being able to 
make a difference. They respect that, and I respect that. 

Recurring Value and Belief Themes Within and Across Principal 

Interviews 

116 

An important goal in this study was to describe educational values 

and beliefs of the principals intervieWed through the use of 

theoretical frameworks related to value and belief systems. 

Hodgkinson's (1978) value hierarchy was found helpful in analyzing 

principals' values during the pilot study; his hierarchy therefore 

was used again in the final study of this project. In addition 

to categorizing value themes into the levels used by Hodgkinson 

(ethics, consensus/consequence, and preference), this researcher 

also was interested in (a) the frequency of occurrence in value 

themes for each principal, (b) the consistency of occurrence in 

value themes across incidents for each principal, and (c) the overall 

frequency of occurrence in value themes across interviews. Table 

7 shows that in some cases, a particular value theme was referred 

to many times by an individual principal across all three incidents, 

whereas in other cases, a value theme was referred to in only one 

or two of his/her incidents. In table 7, one can also see that 

some value themes (such as empowerment of staff and individual 
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Table 7. Examples of Value Types and Themes Expressed Across Principals and Incidents 

Value Type Value Theme PA PB PI P2 P3 P4 P5 

FIlii FIlii FIlii FIlii FIlii FIlii FIlii 

ETHICS 

a. Responsibility of administrative role. 7/1 llIl 18/3 912 22/3 12/3 12/3 

b. Professionalism and professional standards of conduct. 811 1211 1612 8/2 9/2 13/3 512 

c. Empowerment of staff and individual ownership in the 

decision process. 1011 9/1 12/2 611 17/3 812 511 

d. Trust building through modcling of philosophy. -*1- -1- 811 5/1 llI2 7/1 9/2 

e. Taking role as instructional leader. 3/1 8/1 7/2 6/1 7/1 7/2 4/1 

f. Accountability with community/families. 9/1 611 13/3 8/2 10/2 10/2 13/3 

g. Actions guided by sense of calling, higher purpose. -/- 7/1 511 15/3 712 111 -1-

h. Child-centered focus of schooling experience. 2111 14/1 913 9/2 9/2 10/2 912 

i. Establishing a well-defined mission. 6/1 911 4/1 13/3 14/2 611 712 

j. Seeing situations as opportunities for improvement. 711 1011 9/2 9/2 1113 7/2 8/2 

k. Creating shared belicfs/values. 11/1 9/1 1113 611 16/3 1112 912 

I. Seeing decision making as rcquiring time and reflection. 5/1 7/1 14/3 llI3 13/2 10/2 1113 

m. Creating an environment that is conducive to change. 711 -1- 611 711 19/3 411 411 



co 

TabJe 7. Continued 

,- V~It;e ~~-.. Value Theme PA PB PI P2 P3 P4 P5 
i 

CONSENSUSI 

CONSEQUENCE 

a. Building commitment for lasting, substantive changes 

b. Modeling of commitment for shared values throughout 

school 

c. Demonstrating confidence in expertiselknowledge of staff 

d. Active involvement of others in the decision process 

e. Defining/clarifying consequences and accountability 

f. Understanding others' perceptions of principal's leadership 

g. Focusing on group processes for problem solving 

F/#I 

4/1 

12/1 

611 

13/1 

511 

5/1 

1011 

F/#I 

-1-

-1-

5/1 

9/1 

lIIl 

-1-

8/1 

F/#I 

5/1 

1lI2 

10/2 

13/2 

8/2 

10/2 

9/2 

F/#I 

6/1 

8/2 

6/1 

7/2 

1II2 

8/2 

5/2 

F/#I 

20/3 

18/3 

15/3 

2113 

1II2 

7/1 

1212 

F/#I 

5/1 

9/2 

1II2 

7/2 

10/2 

11/3 

8/2 

F/#I 

4/1 

6/2 

411 

12/2 

8/2 

7/2 

5/1 



0'1 Table 7, Continued 

Ival~~ T;e Value Theme PA PH PI - n P3 P4 P5 
I 

PREFERENCE 

a. Using knowledge about rules and regulations in problem 

solving 

b. Providing opportunitics for increased dialogue during 

problem solving 

c. Hav:ng patience/waiting before taking action 

d. Non-authoritarian approach of managing 

e. Having time to plan ahead for change 

f. Using internal expertise rather than calling in outside 

"cxperts" 

g. Delegating as a growth experience for others 

F indicates frequency of theme expressed by principals. 

HI indicates number of incidents in which theme was expressed. 

Note: PA and PB participated in the pilot study, each describing one incident. 

* indicates a value theme not discussed during the interview. 

F/NI 

3/1 

8/1 

-1-

9/1 

-1-

-1-

-1-

F/NI 

9/1 

6/1 

-1-

-1-

8/1 

3/1 

-1-

F/NI 

1112 

9/2 

7/2 

16/3 

311 

12/2 

10/2 

F/NI 

7/2 

5/2 

3/1 

5/2 

-/-

5/2 

4/1 

F/NI 

9/3 

14/3 

9/2 

13/3 

-1-

10/2 

-/-

F/NI 

1113 

10/2 

4/1 

5/1 

-1-

9/2 

-/-

F/NI 

4/1 

7/2 

-1-

1112 

-1-

5/1 

-1-



ownership in the decision process) were referred to a number of 

times by most of the principals, while other value themes (such 

as delegating as a growth experience for others) were referred to 

by fewer principals. All principals spoke repeatedly of the value 

theme related to the responsibility associated with their 

administrative roles, even though they perceived their roles in 

differing ways. This fact highlights the importance given by these 

principals to their roles as school leaders. 

Fran his research, Rokeach (1960, 1968, 1979) posited that values 

and beliefs could be investigated as cognitive systems because they 

have structure, organization, and content. In his theoretical 

framework he describes three belief continuurns: belief-disbelief, 

central-peripheral, and time-related (the interrelatedness of past, 

present, and future). 

120 

Table 8 includes examples of these belief continuums, and themes 

associated with each. Also indicated are the frequency of occurrence 

across total number of principals and across total number of 

incidents. As seen in the examples given, the most frequently 

occurring belief themes across the three continuums were (a) 

involvement of others in decision making, (b) the supportiveness 

of parents, and (c) change in leadership roles over time. Other 

belief themes were mentioned: (d) those who implement a program 

should also create it, (e) teachers and principals should be 

accountable to the comnunity, and (f) teachers and principals need 

to focus on solutions that address future as well as immediate 

concerns. 



N Table 8. Examples of Belief Dimensions 

Belief Continuum and Theme 

~ r e.(lU e. n c. y. 

1. BELIEF •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• DISBELIEF 
Ac.rose:. ~'nd p<xlslp 

And Incidenls (I) 
1-1 p= 7.'I=n 

a. involvement of others in decision making a. principals should make greater use of r--

fosters empowerment their executive decision making authority I 7 I 13 

b. those who are going to implement a program b. principal-mandated programs promote 

should also create it ownership and lasting commitment '1 8 

c. building trust between staff and principal c. verbalizing a principal's desire for 

requires visible, persistent modeling trust with staff is sufficient for it to 

over time occur over time I> 8 

d. growth in instructional excellence relies on d. existing teacher evaluation models 

professional risk-taking and reflection promote risk-taking and reflection 5 5 

e. principal shares responsibilities with teachers e. teachers alone should determine 

for curriculum and learning curricular content 5 5 



N 
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Table 8 continued. 

II. CEl'rJ1RAL •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• • PffiIPJ ImAL 

(core beliefs about the world, 
Across f{.~rp~s(P) 

self, and others) and incidents (I) 
p:7 l~n 

a. in general, parents are supportive of 

the programs in their child's school 

b. teachers and principals are care-givers 

of the comnunity's children 

c. negative situations and controversy can 

be opportunities for positive change 

d. teachers have the expertise needed to 

provide quali'ty instruction 

e. achieving closure is important in solvin 

problems related to complex or ambiguous 

issues 

'7 8 

7 110 

5 I 5 

5 15 

4 Ii 

(beliefs derived from Frequency 
Across Pr-inc.ipals(P) 

and incidents (:V 
P=1 rl7 

and about authority) 

a. district policies provide guidance, 

but professional judgment also is 

important in decision making 5 17 

b. the development of a leadership style 

requires time and reflection 5 Ib 

c. a major part of the principal's 

responsibility is to be the instruc-

tional leader 5 15 

d. principals often must negotiate decisiol 

options with district personnel 5 1'1 
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Table 8 continued. 

PAS'!' ••••••••••••••••••••••• • 1)HES~Nl' • •••••••••••••••••••• • FlJItJHB FreqlJellCY (:\ 
Ac.ross Prj () t. i p Q Is P J 

II I. 'l'IME:: 

alld Illcidents (I 
P= 7 l==11 

--a-.~)e-a-d~e-r-s7h~i-p--ro-l~e-s--c~h-a-n-g-e-o-v-e-r~t~i-me--~i-n-r-e-s-po--n-s-e~t-o-c~l~lan--g-e-s----------------------"-

in home/school/district relationships as well as the principals' own 

professional growth and experience 7 10 

b. solutions proposed by teachers and principals need to focus on future 

needs as well as immediate ones 7 Cf 

c. reflecting on prior decisions and their consequences assists principals 

in determining the degree to which their decisions are aligned 

with their values and beliefs 6 8 

d. teachers and principals spending time together identifying and clarifying 

problems before determining goals leads to more successful problem 

~olving as a group in the future 5 15 

e. the ability of teachers and principals to change roles and structures 

in response to changing needs and goals, indicates a staff that has a 

Humber of shared values and beliefs 416 

f. re~.lling experiences as a teacher dnd interactions with previous 
I 
I I administrators is valuable in helping principals determine how they 

L I choose to use their authori ty 14- I 4 I I 



Research Question 4 

What other factors do these elementary principals perceive 

influence their decisions on complex or ambiguous issues? 

Leithwood and Montgomery (1988) discuss influences on principals' 

decision making by distinguishing between "internal" and "external" 

context factors. Internal factors include experience and knowledge, 

perception of role, personal motivation and goals, philosophy, and 

educational values and beliefs. Values and beliefs and their 

influence for these principals were discussed previously under 

research questions two and three. 

Previous teaching experiences also were considered by these 

principals to influence their decision making practices. Especially 

significant to several principals was the type of relationship that 

existed between themsel-ves and their principal at the time. P1 

mentioned not feeling "professionally respected" at times. P3 

said that with some previous administrators "I never knew how they 

were going to react; I never knew the rules of the game". 

A factor mentioned by two principals as influential in their 

decision making was their own background. Both P1 and P2 described 

the impact their fathers' value system had on their career choice, 

and on their attitude toward what is possible. P1 stated 

The way I was brought up was that you're no better than 
anyone else ••• on the other hand, hold your head up high 
and don't ever feel that you're less than anyone else. 

P2 recalled of his father 

I think my father in particular was somebody who modeled 
aiming for the stars in whatever you really chCXJse to do ••• 
he was an inspiration to me in ••• doing what he decided 
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he was going to do. 

External factors mentioned by Lei thwood and Montgomery (1988) 

as influencing principals' decision making include scheduling and 

budgetary constraints, policy guidelines, school/district relations, 

and factors specific to particular situations. In this study, budget 

constraints were perceived as a maj or external influence in decision 

making. A related factor was district support, described either 

as conmitment, clearly stated district goals, action that was aligned 

with policy, or colla1x>rative relations with school principals. 

These principals perceived the hierarchical authority structure 

of school systems to influence their decision practices by often 

requiring them to seek a balance between district policy and their 

own decision goals. When attempting to establish an appropriate 

discipline policy in her school, P5 found the issue both complex 

and ambiguous. 

If we go just by the code of conduct book, I would be 
suspending 90 percent of the kids everyday ••• and the 
board says stop suspending kids; but the board also 
says don't put up with any violence ••• so depending on 
the politics I think, we hear different things; and it 
makes it more ambiguous for me. And the parents have 
different perspectives a1x>ut how we should deal with kids. 

other external factors mentioned by these principals as 

influencing decision making included the specific needs of their 

staffs, parents, students, and the conmunity. 

Research Question 5 

In what ways do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs to be helpful in responding to 

these other factors? 
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The principals in this study seemed to find their educational 

values and beliefs helpful in responding to the internal and external 

factors discussed above in a number of ways, including the following: 

1. creating cognitive structures to deal with ambiguity; 

2. clarifying aspects of the issue privately before declaring 

their position publicly; 

3. defining options for action plans; 

4. validating prior experience and philosophy as sources for 

selecting problem solving strategies; 

5. establishing priorities and sequence of action steps during 

decision making; 

6. defining and at times redefining one's role as school leader; 

7. establishing precedents for future decisions. 

Principals mentioned that at times factors influencing decision 

making were perceived as constraining. Examples included limited 

budgets, lack of experience with certain issues, unclear directives, 

and perception of limited autonomy. In such cases, educational 

values and beliefs played an important role in helping principals 

justify their responses to these constraints. These data support 

what LaRocque (1986) found, which was that school principals and 

their staffs responded to district directives fran a school culture 

perspective that were based on relationships and interactions within 

each school. 
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Research Question 6 

. How do these elementary principals perecei ve responding to complex 

or ambiguous issues has strengthened or changed their educational 

values and beliefs? 

When describing the effects of critical incidents on their 

subsequent actions, most of these principals indicated that dealing 

with complex or ambiguous issues strengthened their educational 

values and beliefs. This fact may be related to their perceptions 

of the positive nature of the incident outcomes, which may have 

validated the values and beliefs they had in those situations. 

That is, for these principals, dealing with complex or ambiguous 

issues seemed to reaffirm what they felt to be good, right, or 

important (as when establishing priorities and determining amount 

of time devoted to an issue), and also what was true or possible 

(as when discerning between decision options) in these incidents. 

Having a strengthened sense of values and beliefs regarding issues 

they were dealing·with also led these principals to have a 

strengthened sense of their role as school leader. In other words, 

their perception of what they were responsibile to do as school 

leader was strengthened by dealing with these issues. 

In a few incidents (29%), principals perceived that their values 

and beliefs regarding the issue changed. This change also was 

associated with a change in role perception, most often described 

by principals as creating an expanded view of their administrative 

responsibility. Further discussion on perception of role is given 

in response to the next question. 



Research Question 7 

In what ways do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs influence the way they define 

their roles? 

Although the sample for this study was small (seven principals) 

so that in-depth analysis could be done with the interview data, 
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and alL~ough the focus was on decision making practices of individual 

principals, some comparative analysis seems appropriate to better 

highlight consensus among as well as differences between principals. 

Because Flanagan's (1954) Critical Incident Technique was used 

to gather and analyze data, the major categories for comparison 

were the incidents and issues described by the principals. The 

categories used for comparison across interviews were (a) facts 

about the incident, (b) influence of the incident, (c) effects of 

the incident on perception of role, (d) facts about the issue, (e) 

the decision making process, (f) educational values, and (g) 

educational beliefs. These categories are shown in Table 9 and 

each is discussed below. 

Facts About the Incident 

In all incidents (100%, N=17), principals perceived the 

circumstances leading up to the actual incident to be either critical 

or urgent. In 76 percent of the incidents, prior circumstances 

originated at the building level (and 24% at the district level). 

With all incidents (100%), principals perceived the actions of 

others precipitated the need for a decision to be made. In 59 

percent of the incidents, actions of others were perceived to be 
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Table 9. Summary of Across Principal Interviews 

~Ejor Comparison categories % of total 
incidents (N=17 

I. Facts About the Incident 

1. prior circumstan~es were perceived as critical or urgent.. . ... 100 

2. actions of others precipitated need for decision. . . . . .. '" . 100 

3. outcome of the incident was perceived as positive. . - . . .., 8~ 

4. principal quickly became directly involved. . . . . . . - . " . ~ 8 

5. prior circumstances originated at the building level. . . .. 16 

6. principal's actions resulted in the involvement of more 

individuals. . . f • _ • • • • • • • • •• •• . . . . .. 7b 

7. principal used outside sources to aid in gathering 

infoI1Y1ation _ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . .• .. I • • • 63 

8. actions of others perceived as constraining. . • • • • . . . • • • - .. 11 

9. actions of others perceived as facilitating. . - . . . . . . •. .' 59 

10. outcome of incident resulted in new policy or 

change in procedure.. ., . . . . . .. . ... . .. . .. . . .56 

11. principal's actions reflected goals that remained consistent 

over time - . . . . . .. . .. .. ... . ., ...... .. 

12. principal's actions reflected goals that changed over time - . 

13. prior events originated at the district level. .. - - .• .. 

14. principal's actions changed over time to-better reflect goals 

II. Influence of the Incident 

1. incident created the need for a specific action .. 

2. incident required the prinCipal to clarify or better 

•. "Ig I 

.. -I 
j.J J 

2:'1 1 

~ 1 I 
4 I 

define issue. . . . . .. .. .... ..... , ....... 91 

3. incident raised ne\-l or additional issues . ." - . . . . ., ~;. 

4. incident strenathened orincioal's attitude 
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Table 9 continued. 

regarding the issue. .. • . . . . _. ....'.. _ . . . • . • . . - 7 fa 

5. incident resolved a conflict .. _ . __ • , ...•..•.• , • , . " 59 

6. incident changed principal's previous perception 

of the importance of incident. . . . . . . .. . .. . . . . ... 
7. incident strengthened principal's previous perception 

of the importance of incident . , . . • - .•..••..•.. - ... .d~ . . 
8. incident changed principal's attitude about issue. , .. . 2.1 

III. Effects of Incident on Perception of Role 

1. principal spent more time clarifying goals to self and 

others .. ...... ... ," ................ ,.,. 

2. principal spent more time communicating philosophy to others ~K 

3. incident strengthened principal's previous perception of 

role. . .... . , ••••••••• 4 •••• ·'··· 

4. principal spent more time listening to others. . • • .• 13 

5. principal spent more time in small group meetings •• _ . . . .. 70 

6. principal perceived role to be executive decision make]:;. . .. b5 

7. principal 'perceived role to be facilitator/supporter ... 

8. principal perceived role to be collaborator.. " .,. •• . 4 t 

IV. Facts About the Issue 

elements of complexity I 
1. number of sub-issues involved,. .. . . . .. .. 
2. potential impact on future decisions . 

3. political aspects of issue or situation •. 

4. dealing with differing factions simultaneously. _ 71 

5. sensitive nature of issue, . . _ . _ . . . _. . 

6. trying to implement procedures that are different fran 

district policy . - - - .. _..... .. , 1" 



Table 9 continued. 

elements of ambiguity I 
1. principal's unfamiliarity with issue . 71 

2. aspects of issue that are difficult to define .. . . 
3. principal's amb.ivalent attitudes toward issue, , . I 

4. lack of established guidelines for action ~ . , . . . , .. 
v. Decision Makinq Process 

Factors of influence I 
1. arrount of information shared regarding issue. . I • 

2. others' perceptions of principal's role I I 

3. arrount of time devoted to dealing with issue. 

4. number of persons involved in making decision I • • 

IgoalS] 

1. solve a specific, present problem.. .. · ., .... 
2. change others' attitudes regarding issue. · .. . . 
3. set a precedent for future decisions. . . • • " "" b J 

4. implement new policy or procedures. · .... 
5. build consensus. . ... 
6. change others' perceptions of principal's role. •. .... 1 h 

problem solving strategies \ 

1. use of personal experience, values and beliefs . .•. lOG 

2. postponing decision until aspects of issue were clarified. . 78 

3. development of decision alternatives. 

4. fact finding in collaboration with others I 

5. use of group decision making processes . 

6. perception of incident/issue as opportunity rather 

than as problem . . . . . 

. "' .. 

.. .". 

75 

b.5" 

S5 

7. use of outside resources to increase knowledge base I •• 
. _ 5 J 
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Table 9 continued. 

8. fact finding independent of others 11 

VI. Educational Values 

1. principals used values to guide or evaluate actions. . 100 

2. principals used values to validate judgment. . 

3. nature of values dealt with students I learning environment, ~.2. 

4. nature of values dealt with school mission/purpose/goals .. 

5. value dimensions were grounded in principles and ethics , 7J 

6. nature of values dealt with communication of vision or 

philosophy .. . . . . . . 

7. nature of values dealt with maintaining integrity/ethics. 56" 

8. nature of values dealt with developing ownership. . . . , .. 
9. principals used values to alter course of action. ~ I . . 

10. value dimensions were grounded in consensus/consequence. 2..9 

VII. Educational Beliefs 

1. principal used beliefs to clarify goals leading to action I J 00 

2. principal used beliefs to justify goals when cormrunicating 

wi th others . 

3. principal was able to deal effectively with issue . , . . 
4. issue involved role clarification for principal . . . . 
5. issue involved role clarification f~r t~chers . . 
6. issue influenced teacher/principal interaction . . 
7. principal used beliefs to empower others through delegation 

or collaboration. ... 

8. principal used beliefs to create commibnent among staff· o,j 
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facilitating and in 41 percent, perceived to be constraining. In 

a number of cases, both the prior circumstances and actions of others 

were perceived by principals as negative (i.e., involving conflict). 

Eighty-eight percent of the incidents, however, were perceived as 

having positive outcomes. 

In the majority of cases (88%), principals took action to address 

the incidents and issues by quickly becoming directly involved. 

This involvement, however, did not always mean that a decision was 

made quickly. With several principals, a deliberate decision was 

made to withhold action until further information was available 

or until the actions of others warranted further intervention. 

With 76 percent of the incidents, principals' actions resulted in 

the involvement of additional individuals; at times to assist with 

gathering information, and at times to help detennine decision 

options. 

Influence of the Incident 

In all cases (100%), principals perceived the incidents created 

the need for them to take specific action. Fifty-nine percent of 

the time, this action related to resolving a conflict. Before or 

while taking action, however, 94 percent of the incidents required 

that principals clarify or better define the related issue. They 

did this by separating out the sub-issues involved, obtaining 

ailiitional information, obtaining additional perspectives, clarifying 

compliance parameters, or by reviewing previous decisions on similar 

issues. 

In the majority of cases (82%), dealing with a specific complex 



or ambiguous issue resulted in new or additional issues being raised. 

M;)st of the time (76%), principals' attitudes regarding the issue 

involved were strengthened as a result of specific incidents. 

Effects of the Incident on Perception of Role 

As a result of their involvement, in most incidents (94%), 

principals perceived they spent more time clarifying issue-related 

goals to themselves and to others. A related finding was that as 

a result of 88 percent of the incidents, principals spent more time 

conrnunicating their educational philosophy to others. P1, for 

example, indicated that with one teacher he "definitely had to sit 

down with her and explain my philosophy ••• ". P2, on the other hand, 

expressed much of his philosophy in "an impassioned memorandum", 

then used faculty responses as a springboard for discussion in a 

later staff meeting. 

One finding of special interest to this researcher was that in 

the majority of incidents (82%), previous perceptions held by 

principals regarding their role were strengthened rather than 

changed. '!his finding could be related to the fact that in 88 

percent of the incidents, principals perceived the outcome to be 

positive. A positive outcome would tend to reaffirm one's 

perceptions regarding goals, strategies, and actions taken. In 

65 percent of the incidents, principals perceived their role to 

be executive decision maker, 41 percent of the incidents as 

collaborator, and 47 percent of the incidents as facilitator. An 

interesting aspect of these results is that the perception of role 

(executive decision maker, collaborator, and facilitator) appeared 
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to be fairly consistent for each principal across all of their 

incidents, regardless of the type of issue involved. 

Facts About the Issue 

In 88 percent of the incidents, principals indicated that 

canplexity was influenced by the mnnber of sub-issues involved. 

This was followed by the potential impact of an incident on future 

decisions (76%), and political aspects of the issue or situation 

(also 76%). In 71 percent of the incidents, principals also said 

that dealing with differing factions simultaneously added to issue 

complexi ty • 

In 71 percent of the incidents, principals perceived that their 

unfairniliari ty with the incidents created ambiguity. This was 

followed closely (65%) by aspects of the issue being difficult to 

define. For a number of principals, ambiguity was related to being 

unclear about district-level directives or guidelines. 

Decision Making Process 

Using Leithwood and Montgomery's work on principal effectiveness 

(1981, 1982, 1984) as a guide, this researcher asked principals 

to describe the factors they sought to influence during the decision 

making process, the goals they had in mind, and the problem solving 

strategies they chose to use. These components were thought to 

demonstrate principals' perceptions of their role. Principals also 

were asked about the sources of their goals and problem solving 

strategies. 

Factors of influence. The factors principals sought to influence 

included (a) the amount of infonnation shared about the issue (82%), 
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(b) other people's perceptions about the principal's role (also 

82%), (c) the amount of time devoted to dealing with the issue (88%), 

and (d) the number of persons involved in the decision (65%). 

Addressing these factors was important in enabling principals to 

build consensus ("buying into" an idea), using the school 

communication network effectively, and establishing priorities. 

Goals. In 94 percent of the incidents, principals' goals were 

to solve specific and irnnediate problans, sometimes resulting in 

the fonnation of new school policies or procedures. Because the 

fonnation of new policies often involved a change in perspective 

or attitude, another goal spoken of in 82 percent of the incidents 

was the changing of others' attitudes regarding the issue. 

Principals often worked at this goal through acti vi ties designed 

to build consensus. P4 spoke of in-service days in which she "called 

nobody (fran the outside) in. This was for us ••• to sit down and 

talk about what ••• we were going to do this year". When working 

with parents, P5 uses a "parents' room, where we just sit and have 

coffee and I tell them what's going on, and ask them 'What do you 

think?'" • 

Problem solving strategies. In all incidents (100%), principals 

perceived they used experience and their educational values and 

beliefs as problem solving strategies. Experience, values, and 

beliefs in part determined how these principals approached the issues 

they were dealing with, and to what degree they perceived them to 

be problems. In the maj ori ty of incidents (65%), principals 

collaborated with others in fact-finding to make a decision. In 
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41 percent of the incidents, principals chose to act independently 

in their fact-finding. In these cases, principals did so for one 
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of several reasons: (a) to become more knowledgeable before sharing 

infonnation with staff, (b) to better prepare their philosophical 

"stance" on an issue, (c) to prepare to make an executive decision, 

or (d) to protect confidentiality. Principals mentioned that the 

sources of their problem solving strategies included their knowledge 

and training, prior experience, research, and the experience of 

others. 

Educational Values 

Dimensions, natures and influences of educational values were 

analyzed, and are reported below. 

Dimensions of values. Using Hodgkinson' s (1978) value hierarchy 

as a guide, value dimensions were termed as ethics, 

consensus/consequence, and preference. As seen in Table 9, in the 

majority of incidents (71 %), principals' values were based on guiding 

principles and ideals. These principles included trust, 

responsibility and aocountability, and empowerment. In 29 percent 

of the incidents, principals' values were based on consensus and 

consequence. Examples included building conmitment for a program, 

involvement of others in decisions, and demonstrating confidence 

in the expertise of staff members. 

Nature of values. In the majority of incidents (82%), educational 

values included establishing an appropriate learning environment 

for students, and clarifying the educational mission, purpose, and 

goals of school. Other values were conmunicating philosophy, 



maintaining one's integrity, and developing ownership. 

Influence of values. Principals indicated that in all incidents 

(1 00%), they used their educational values to guide or evaluate 

their actions. In fewer incidents (53%), values were used to alter 

a principal's course of action. 

Educational Beliefs 

Dimensions, natures, and influences of educational beliefs were 

analyzed, and are reported below. 

Dimensions of beliefs. Using Rokeach' s (1960) theory of belief 

continuua as a guide, belief dimensions were divided into belief­

disbelief, central-peripheral, and time-related. Table 9 shows 

that in the majority of incidents, (82%), principals' beliefs about 

an issue corresponded to related disbeliefs. In other words, what 

principals included as part of their belief system was generally 

matched in other statements by what they excluded from their belief 

system. Also, these principals demonstrated a strong sense of 

time-related belief systems. In 76 percent of the incidents, 

principals expressed beliefs about the interrelatedness of past, 

present, and future actions on their part. Finally, central or 

core beliefs (about self and others) were expressed in 65 percent 

of the incidents, and peripheral beliefs (related to authority) 

in 53 percent. 

Nature of beliefs. In IroSt cases (88%), principals expressed 

belief in their ability to deal with the issue and their beliefs 

about what the issue involved. In the majority of incidents (65%), 

principals perceived the issues involved a role clarification both 
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for themselves and their teachers, thus influencing teacher/principal 

interaction. Role clarification included how responsibility and 

authority were shared, how accountability was assessed, and how 

relationships were defined. 

Influence of beliefs. In all incidents in table 9 (100%), 

principals perceived their educational beliefs helped them clarify 

goals before taking action. This is congruent with Rokeach's (1960) 

view that beliefs help individuals determine what is true or 

possible in a given situation. Principals also used beliefs to 

empower others through delegation or collaboration (65%), and to 

create corrmibnent among staff members (53%). 

In summary, these principals all have dealt with or are now 

dealing with, a variety of issues they perceive as complex or 

ambiguous. When approaching and making decisions about these issues, 

principals in this study relied on external sources to provide the 

outside parameters for making decisions, and internal sources such 

as values and beliefs to guide, evaluate, or alter their decisions. 



CHAPI'ER V: DISCUSSION, RE:<XM-1ENDATIONS, AND mNCLUSION 

The research questions developed for this study led to the 

data reported in Chapter 4. In this chapter, discussion of the 

results will be followed by a general discussion, reconrnendations, 

and the conclusion. 

Discussion of Research Questions 

Summaries and interpretation of investigation results are 

presented below as they relate to each of the initial research 

questions. 

Research Question 1 

What kinds of school issues do these elementary school 

principals perceive as being complex or ambiguous? 

Several principals in this study indicated that the school issues 

they dealt with often were both complex and ambiguous, at times 

making the decision process a difficult one. One factor that 

principals said often acXied to the complexity of dealing with 

certain school issues was their political nature, regardless of 

the content of the issue. When describing political influences 

they have encountered, principals in this study used phrases such 

as "it was a fiery issue in the district", "a panic situation 

developed in the district", and "they've put out a couple of fires 

downtown, but created a major one that no one in the schools is 

happy with". 

In addition to comments about frequent political overtones of 

school issues, the responses of these principals also reflected 

the range of "density" in th~. problem environments of schools as 
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discussed by Peterson (1988). P2 described his school as 

••• for one reason or another behind the rest of the world 
in taking on some of the problems too. I have friends who ••• 
when I tell them my worst behavior, they just wish they 
could trade. 

The difference in perceptions between P2 and P3 about issue types 

considered complex and ambiguous (see Table 2) in part may be due 

to differences in length of administrative experience (he is 

finishing his second year, she her fifth); differences in the 

context factors of the two schools, however, also are certainly 

a component. These factors include socioeconanic differences; 

specific community needs; history of home/school relations; 

academic, physical, and anotional needs of the students; and 

district mandates or constraints. 

Of the types of school issues considered IOOst complex by these 

principals, all but one (86%) included building-level concerns 

(see Table 2). All (100%) of the second-rnost complex types of 

issues were building-level concerns. This is not surprising given 
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the unique characteristics of each principal's school and community, 

as well as the various levels of authority within which principals 

must operate. 

Of those types of school issues considered IOOst ambiguous, five 

(71 %) were district-level concerns. In addition, two principals 

(29%) indicated that they perceived all three levels of ambiguity 

(most, second-rnost, and third-rnost ambiguous) in school issues 

were district-level concerns. These data seem to indicate the 

prevalence of conmunication problems between school principals 



and district personnel. They also may signify that individual 

principals operate under different beliefs regarding the degree 

of autonomy they assume, or that they perceive is granted to them. 

The types of school issues perceived by these principals as 

complex or ambiguous in many cases reflected themes that were 

closely related to educational philosophies. PB, for example, 

described funding issues as both complex and ambiguous, which is 

supported by her philosophy about the importance of appropriate 

and equitable funding as a means to provide quality programning 

for all children. For P2, issues related to his goal of becoming 

an effective "captain" for his staff were considered both complex 

and ambiguous. This perception is supported by his philosophy 

about the serious nature of making appropriate executive decisions. 

P3 perceived issues dealing with changing power structures and 

the empowennent of others to be canplex and at times ambiguous. 

This perception is supported by her philosophy regarding the need 

for principals to change their role fran the more tradtional school 

"manager" to that of curriculum/instructional leader. 

Research Question 2 

What educational values and beliefs do these elementary 

principals have about these complex or ambiguous issues? 

Discovering the educational values and beliefs of these 

principals could not be accomplished merely by asking them to 

describe their vahJ.e and belief systems. One reason that approach 

would have been limited in i ts effectiveness is that many people 

have difficulty articulating perceptions about such abstract 
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concepts as "value" and "belief". Another reason that approach 

would have been of limdted effectiveness is that the principal 

being asked may not be fully aware of what values and beliefs 

guide his/her decision practices. During an interview with one 

principal in this study, the researcher asked him to expand further 

about a factor he had said was significant in the decision process. 

He responded 

It was very important to me ••• I wanted to preserve -that 
and go on developing it. Not just keep it intact, but 
to ••• Gee! You see, I'd never really thought about what 
contributing factors are to what I do, I'm afraid, but 
it definitely was. 

A third reason is that principals may not be aware of how or 

to what extent their values and beliefs influence their decision 

making, so they may not realize how much they value and believe 

in certain ideas or principles. By asking principals to describe 

significant incidents, and factors related to their goals, elements 

they try to influence, and their problem solving strategies, a 

pattern of decision making practice begins to emerge. What also 

emerges in the process is a richer understanding for both 

interviewer and interviewee, of what these principals value and 

believe. Brief descriptions are given below of individual 

principals' educational values and beliefs, synthesized fran the 

incidents they each narrated. 

Principal A repeatedly stressed the value of growth for children 

and adults through involvement in the problem solving process. 

She also emphasized the importance of consistency in IOOdeling values 
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related to the suwort of children I s intellectual, emotional, and 

social growth. Risk-taking for teachers in curricular matters, 

and as learners themselves, was an expressed value. Also important 

was establishing consensus in problem identification, followed 

by mutual comnibnent to problen solution. 

She articulated her belief that teachers and others need to 

recognize the holistic nature of children and their needs 

(emotional, intellectual, and social), and make decisions based 

on this recognition. She also expressed her belief that the 

development of positive, collaborative attitudes toward change 

are necessary before setting goals to implement that change. 

Finally, PA affirmed her belief that negative incidents are 

important owortunities for consciousness-raising among differing 

factions. 

Principal B voiced her value of on-going, visible support at 

the district level for educational programs in individual schools. 

'lb that end, she emphasized the value of her role as a change agent 

within the educational system, and as part of her responsibility 

as a principal. Regarding the school experience, PB expressed 

value in fonnal school education as a means toward bettennent in 

career choices for her students. Canputer technology especially 

was valued as a means for supporting PB I s educational goals for 

her at-risk students. 

She stated her belief that corrmi bnent to parents and school 

persormel by district staff toward the support programs was not 

always on-going, because of circtmlStantial changes. While 
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recognizing this to be a reality, PB affirmed her belief that 

decisions at both the building and district level should be based 

ultimately on a philosophy of empowerment for children and their 

families. Principals thus must continue to be vocal advocates 

for equity in the schools. 

Principal 1 expressed value in establishing and operating through 

a shared decision making awroach, and being able to maintain a 

leadership style that allows for the expression of personality 

traits such as humor, informality, and collegiality. He also stated 

value in the accountability he felt toward the community and its 

expectations for professionalism. Tb facilitate school-wide 

accountability and professionalism, P1 several times mentioned 

his value in all staff members feeling that they are teachers. 

His belief that all staff members, regardless of specific duty, 

have a shared responsibility to teach and work professionally with 

children and each other, is tied closely to his belief that a 

principal must learn to comnunicate clearly with his/her staff 

to establish shared goals about student growth. Finally, P1 

expressed his belief that a principal has a special stewardship 

as the care-taker of the corrmunity's children, and must operate 

through a trust relationship with the community. 

Principal 2 expressed value in the perceptions he developed 

as he created his role as a new school leader. He spoke often 

of the seriousness of his new role and the values he was becoming 

aware of as he made executive decisions. He affirmed the 

importance of these values in establishing goals and being able 
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to cornnunicate those goals effectively to others. Of greatest 

value were the ultimate effects of his decisions on children at 

his school. 

He stated his growing belief that generally, once a decision 

has been made by the principal, the problem situation tends to 

dissipate. P2 thus believes his role is to guide and direct 

his staff I s efforts. He also believes strongly that a school staff 

should have shared sense of its mission. 

Principal 3 framed many of her comnents with her value of 

continuing reflection for herself and her staff. She spoke of 

the importance of individual accountability, eIIIJ?CMerllleIt, and the 

use of her own and staff expertise. Because of her philosophy 

that all in her school are leading, all also are teaching. A strong 

value therefore fosters the sharing of decision consequences, as 

well as exploration of new issues raised by those consequences. 

She asserted her belief that individual ownership of the 

educational process is essential before eIIIJ?CMerllleIt can occur for 

parents, teachers, and students. When true eIIIJ?CMerllleIt does occur, 

it creates a need to develop new roles and relationships between 

the staff and principal. P3 stated her belief that through dialogue 

and reflection, beliefs and assumptions at the individual and 

organizational level can be evaluated and changed to support 

continuing growth. 

Principal 4 spoke of valuing professional judgment and expertise 

in making decisions regarding the welfare and discipline of 

children. She also spoke of valuing true consensus and mutual 
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support among staff, and also between the school and district 

office. An important value for P4 was awareness and recognition 

by the conmunity of her own and the staff's expertise, and the 

quality of their school programs. Finally, she spoke of the value 

of positive involvement by cormnmity members in supporting school 

personnel and activities. 

She expressed her belief that positive working relationships 
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were very important in strengthening the cohesion among staff 

members and with the principal. She emphasized that constant 

conmunication with the corrmuni ty enhanced the public image of school 

and helped validate efforts by the teachers and principal. P4 

affirmed her belief that discipline situations were very individual 

and needed to involve a principal's professional judgment in 

addition to understanding district policy. 

Principal 5 spoke often of the value of parent involvement in 

the school. She indicated that not only was parent involvement 

necessary in developing suWOrt for school programs, it also was 

an important means for creating a "bridge" between home and school. 

'Ibis "bridge" also allowed the principal and other school personnel 

to collaborate with local leaders about matters affecting the 

community's children. 

She stressed her belief that a principal must be visible and 

perceived as approachable by the school's parents. Part of each 

day finds PS involved in informal conversations in the school's 

"Parents' Room", imparting information about school activities, 

but also encouraging parents to participate fully in their 



children f s education. 

As seen fran the examples above, educational values become 

important guides in the decision process, helping principals 

determine their priorities. Educational beliefs become important 

guides as they help principals define what is true and possible 

in a given situation. 

Research Question 3 

What influence do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs have in their decisions on complex 

or ambiguous issues? 

When making decisions about complex or ambiguous school issues, 

all principals is this study indicated that their values helped 

them to guide or evaluate their actions. The majority of 

respondents also indicated that during the decision process they 

used their educational values to alter their course of action and 

maintain personal standards of integrity (see Table 9). 

These principals are, to varying degrees, aware of particular 

values they have about the issues they are dealing with; they may 

or may not, however, have previously articulated those values. 

In fact, a few of them seemed to be articulating some issue-related 

values verbally for the first time, and were better able to find 

the descriptive words they wanted after "talking out" their 

perceptions for a few minutes. One principal enlisted the 

interviewer as a "sounding board" as she attempted to articulate 

her values. She corrmented " ••• this has to do with the process 

of change. I was having a hard time pulling it together so maybe 
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you can help me with it." 

Tb varying degrees, these principals viewed decision making 

as a value-guided act within their role as school leader; their 

values, along with other internal factors such as experience, 

beliefs, and personal goals played a central role in determining 

their issue-related goals as well as problem solving strategies 

when dealing with complex or ambiguous school issues. Along with 

their philosophy and perception of their role, principals' values 

enabled them to evaluate the "rightness" of their actions. Because 

of this perception of decision making as being value-guided, the 

knowledge these principals had of existing policies (when policies 

did exist) was used to define compliance parameters during the 

decision process. 

When describing the complex or ambiguous issues in which they 

had been involved (sane associated with very negative incidents), 

all principals in this study felt they had dealt effectively with 

the issue. For some, this perspective developed over time. During 

the decision process, all principals used their beliefs to clarify 

issue-related goals for themselves and also to communicate and 

explain goals to others (see table 9). 

Fran the perspective of individual leadership style, these 

principals sought to better understand their own positions related 

to complex or ambiguous issues during the decision process. As 

they clarified for themselves their philosophical positions and 

beliefs, they then sought a course of action that would be congruent 

with those beliefs; in addition, they were better able to justify 
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their goals and actions to others. 

These principals used their educational beliefs to oornmunicate 

goals to others for various reasons. Most of them believed that 

by building consensus and creating opportunity for dialogue in 

the decision process, they also were creating greater comni tment 

among their staff. In other words, they were sharing vision and 

acting in the role of culture builder to deal with "planned change". 

In situations in which issues were perceived as complex or 

ambiguous, these principals often seemed to find themselves in 

the position of trying to balance district policy guidelines with 

their own educational values and beliefs to determine appropriate 

action. For sane principals in certain incidents, however, using 

policies to provide the outer parameters for compliance appeared 

to be rrore important than using them to achieve balance; what 

Sarason (1971) describes as what a principal "must or must not 

do" • Rather than seeking a balance with district policies in these 

incidents, principals used their values and beliefs as the core 

element to decide their course of action within the basic parameters 

of canpliance. P3 explained 

I made the choice that our situation was unique ••• so I did 
not ask permission of the district to develop a new program. 
We just did it. And I felt comfortable doing it because 
I knew we were meeting federal and state and district 
guidelines. 

In surnnary, the principals in this study indicated varied but 

specific ways in which their educational values and beliefs 

influenced their decision making about complex or ambiguous issues. 
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In general, these principals seemed to place their values and 

beliefs in a central position during the decision process, 

recognizing them as valid filters through which to evaluate not 

only issue-related goals and potential action plans, but also the 

appropriateness of their application of existing district policy 

guidelines. 

Research Question 4 

What other factors do these elementary principals perceive 

influence their decisions on complex or ambiguous issues? 

For the principals in this study, the value of additional 

experience was mentioned as one factor influencing their decision 

making. As they gained administrative experience, the principals 

often used that vantage point fran which to evaluate previous 

decisions and the consequences of those decisions. P4 stated she 

now tended to "mull things over more" before making administrative 

decisions. P3 indicated she evaluated current decisions with how 

well they "fit in" with decisions she had made previously; this 

practice enabled her to keep her actions aligned with her 

philosophy. 

Previous teaching experiences also were considered as influential 

in developing decision making practices. P4 recalled a disciplinary 

situation resulting in one of her students receiving corporal 

punishment in the principal's office. She was concerned as she 

waited outside the office. 

I was standing out there thinking this is not working for 
this child. We had the counselor's opinion and the 
principal's, and they didn't consult me of course, but I 
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had my own opinion. 

These and similar experiences became instrumental in developing 

a philosophy of leadership that employed more collaborative decision 

making practices. 

School context factors had obvious affects on each principal's 

decision making process. For example, P5 found that developing 

a school discipline policy that was culturally fair and appropriate 

was a challenging endeavor. PA consistently had to work against 

the tendency of many students to divide themselves socially 

according to the adjoining apartments in which their families lived. 

In sum, these principals were influenced in their decision making 

both by internal and external context factors. These factors tended 

to influence the decision process by shaping the type and degree 

of teacher involvement, detennining how quickly a decision was 

made, creating the perception of constraint and possibility, 

defining the type of communication taking place between principals . 

and district personnel, and deciding how community needs should 

be addressed. 

Research Question 5 

In what ways do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs to be helpful in responding to 

these other factors? 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, principals in this study used their 

values and beliefs in a mnnber of ways to respond to internal and 

external factors that influenced their decision making. Perhaps 

one of the most far-reaching uses of educational values and beliefs 
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was in the establishment of priorities. 

Because the issues described by these principals were perceived 

as canplex or ambiguous (or in some cases both), priori ties for 

addressing them had to be developed that would support each 

principal's criteria for sound professional judgment. In other 

words, which aspects of an issue a principal chose to address 

first were determined in part by what he/she viewed as good or 

right (value), and true or possible within the situation (belief). 

Once issues were viewed from these two perspectives, priorities 

for action could be instituted. 

PB indicated that as a result of district budget cuts for a 

certain program, 

I found that the longer I'm in this capacity, the more I 
have to work with other people far beyond the school district 
to help us. That was not always the case. 

Because of her sense of what needed to be done to make the situation 

equitable for her students, PB set as priority becoming actively 

involved in steps she hoped would lead to change at the district 

level. 

PS described her school as unique in several ways. 

OUr children are often not just bi-lingual, but tri-lingual 
as well. They are brought up differently, and implementing 
school guidelines is sometimes difficult. So we have to 
work with local council leaders to keep conmunication open. 

Because of her belief that comnunication between the school and 

local leaders will aid in the successful implementation of school 

policies, PSiS priorities include accepting invitations by local 

leaders to attend council meetings. She also demonstrates support 



of tri-lingual skills by sponsoring language classes for students 

and adults. 

Research Questiol1 _ 6 

How do these elementary principals perceive responding to 

canplex or ambiguous issues has strengthened or changed their 

educational values and beliefs? 

How principals responded to complex or ambiguous issues was 

related closely to their perception of their leadership role during 

the decision process. This perception gave validity to principals' 

use of values and beliefs in developing evaluation criteria to 

decide how they might respond to similar issues in the future. 

As mentioned briefly in Chapter 3, an additional principal 

participated in the pilot study; data fran his interview, however, 

were not included in Chapter 4. As indicated previously, this 

eighth principal (PC) described an incident that was not related 

to issues generally dealt with by elementary school principals 

(he was a secondary principal at the time of the incident). In 

addition, while PC held an administrative position at the time 

of his interview, his principalship (and the incident) occurred 

during an earlier educational era. The researcher fel,t this fact 

could create difficulties in data analysis and interpretation. 

For these reasons, PC was not included in previous sections of 

this document. 'Ibis principal is discussed here because of his 

significant statements regarding the role of educational values 

and beliefs during the decision making process. 

The incident PC described was related to the complex issue of 
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how to make fair and appropriate decisions, founded on rational 

judgment and ooncern for individual rights. The interaction diagram 

is shown in Figure 9. The value themes most found in the responses 

of PC were ethics, rights of privacy and oonfidentia1ity, and 

administrative responsibility to follow policy guidelines. He 

stated 

I think you have to have your own sense of fairness guide 
you, and those principles ought to include factors that 
represent your beliefs with regard to fairness and appropriate 
procedure. 

He continued by saying 

Any decisions oou1d have a pretty high probability of being 
precedent-setting decisions ••• you have to think of your 
decisions and ••• whether or not they would stand any further 
test of their appropriateness ••• 

PC indicated that by dealing with this particular issue, his 

values and beliefs about the need for balance between policies 

and personal ethics were strengthened. Speaking of the possibility 

of similar incidents and issues in the future,· he pointed out 

If I had an incident ••• and felt the policy was not 
appropriate, I would not enforce the policy until I asked 
that the policy be either rescinded or revised ••• and if I 
were told the policy would stand ••• someone else would have 
to apply policy because ••• if I did not believe in a policy 
I would not carry it out. 

Perceptions such as those described above are important "voices" 

to others in the educational field, particularly policy makers, 

that during the decision process, principals often operate from 

the perspective of individual school culture (LaRocque, 1986) and 

educational value and belief systems (Leithwood and r-bntgomery, 

1988). Recognition of this fact, and of the need by schools and 
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districts to discover conmon areas of belief and understanding, 

could provide vital kinds of learning for the successful 

implementation of policies affecting individual schools. 

Research Question 7 

In what ways do these elementary principals perceive their 

educational values and beliefs influence the way they 

define their roles? 

When describing the effects of specific incidents on later 

attitudes and actions, principals referred indirectly to the 

perception of their roles and the influence of values and beliefs 

on this role. Educational values and beliefs helped these 

principals establish patterns of practice, patterns which become 

part of how their leadership roles were defined. Below are examples 

of how principals articulated their roles as school leaders. 

PB described her values and beliefs about being an "educational 

leader" who suR?Orted empowennent of children. She was, however, 

facing situations in which she felt constrained by what she 

considered to be a lack of conmi tment on the part of district 

personnel to their own educational goals. Since dealing with this 

issue, PB continues to define her role as an educational leader, 

but now with the expanded responsibility to work within the district 

as a change agent so that empowennent can be a reality for her 

students. This expanded role definition means being a vocal 

advocate and not "backing out" of difficult issues. 

This issue has not changed my view of my role because 
ultimately all these things are my responsibility, and I 
take my responsibility very seriously. I will have to do 
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something here to make this equitable for our kids. 

This perception of her role provides PB with tremendous 

detennination and passionate energy, and has required an equally 

tremendous sacrifice in tenns of time, effort, and her refusal 

to be swayed by rhetoric of district administrators. 

P1's values and beliefs regarding the building of interdependence 

among his staff have helped him define his role in terms of how 

his authority is used in the daily operation of his school, and 

also how staff members relate to one another. Recalling what he 

told a new teacher "who was very condescending to one of our 

maintenance people" he said 

We're all in this together, whether you're certified, 
classified, teacher, administrator, we need one another ••• 
our jobs are interdependent •••• When the electricity goes 
out, I don't know what to do ••• so I need him. But my 
maintenance man probably doesn't know how to write an IEP 

so he needs me. 

Because of his personal value of continued life-long learning, 

P1 defines his role in terms of facilitating learning experiences 

for his staff and giving recognition to their earned expertise. 

A high percentage of my staff either has a Master's degree 
or is in the process of getting one and you know we enocurage 
that. I find it exciting to learn; I want to keep learning. 

Finally, his values and beliefs about the prestige of being a 

teacher and about his own teaching experiences with previous 

principals have helped him define his role as a collaborator with 

his staff. 

When I was teaching for people who were of quite the 
opposite philosophy I ••• promised myself if I ever got into 
this position I wouldn't be like that. That didn't make 



me feel trusted ••• and it didn't make me feel respected 
professionally or inspire me to go the extra mile. 

P3's administrative role is undergoing extensive change because 

of the restructuring proj ect in her school. She said her 

educational values and beliefs have gone through in-depth 

self-refleqtion and evaluation, especially those regarding the 

markers of an effective school and achievement of school goals. 

She and her staff have worked together to get through the surface 

layers of school culture, such as comnunication networks, shared 

practices and traditions, and have penetrated to deeper layers 

such as shared values, assumptions, and identities to ask "why?". 

P3 described the restructuring experience at her school partly 

as a "grieving" process: leaving what has been, to explore what 

could be, while feeling a sense of loss for the past mingled with 

anxiety about the future. This experience has changed her focus 

fran being outcomes- and product-oriented to being more process 

oriented. 

I see part of my role as helping people deal with difficult 
issues. And we have had people crying, and in front of 
others, and that to me is also a sign of trust; that people 
are not shying away fran difficult issues. 

She recognizes that teachers also are dealing with shifts in 

perceptions of their roles; she called it "letting go of the 

authority figure". The process of reflection, she feels, has to 

be part of the experience for teachers and principals alike. Thus, 

her role now is that of facilitator for group and individual 

reflection, encouraging the establishment of individual criteria 

by which each person can evaluate his or her educational decisions. 
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General Discussion 

While listening to these principals describe incidents they 

perceived as significant in their administrative careers, this 

researcher often was struck by how well their corrments exemplified 

important concepts found in the literature. Citations from three 

researchers in the field of administrative leadership (Bennis, 1988; 

Erickson, 1987; Senge, 1990) are given in the following section, 

each followed by one or two examples of decision making experiences 

from the present study. The researchers cited below each express 

a significant aspect of the influence values 

and beliefs have on administrative decision making. 

When one sees professional sense-making as learned and as 
involving arbitrary choices from a range of alternative 
possibilities, one gains a sense of a broadened range of 
policy options. When we make visible the ways in which 
humans fonn the distinctive shapes of their lived history 
through implicit and explicit choices, we see that what people 
have made they can change (Erickson, 1987, W 23 & 24). 

"Professional sense-making" often is most evident in the decisions 

one makes. The perspective that one has of a particular situation, 

the value choices one makes regarding priori ties, the belief one 

has about what is possible, all are part of sense-making, and all 

guide action during the decision process. First, however, they 

must be brought to one's awareness level and find articulation. 

P3 discussed an incident related to the evaluation of the 

bilingual program being offered at her school. What she noted about 

the pedagogical decisions that had been made, prior to her arrival 

as the new principal, was that explicit choices had been made 
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regarding goals of the program, grouping of students and teachers, 

and type of curriculum used. She also noted, however, the implicit, 

unspoken choices that resulted: social segregation of stu~ents, 

philosophical separation of teachers, a lesser value being placed 

on the use of home language and knowledge at school, and negation 

by one group of students of their cultural and ethnic origin. 

It was not only segregation of kids, but also of staff. And 
they did not talk to each other, they did not share, they 
did not do any acti vi ties together. So the message to the 
kids was we I re separate. And they behaved accordingly. 

Her task, as she perceived it, was to use an opportunity created 

by a negative incident to bring to the surface the concerns she 

had, thus challenging the validity of choices made previously about 

the bilingual program. 

Through the use of on-going questioning and discussion regarding 

the stated school goal of praroting bilingual literacy for all 

students, P3 helped her teachers begin to see that the current 

program was not enabling them to accanplish the goals they had 

designed for their bilingual program. In addition, they also began 

to recognize the implicit choices being made as a result of their 

explicit pedagogical choices. As a group, they saw a need to make 

new choices, and over a period of approximately three months, they 

did so. The students responded not only to changes in the choices 

regarding grouping of students and teachers, and curriculum, but 

also to the related implicit choices in a very visible and 

significant way: 

The first day of school was then a new program ••• in the 
sense that all of the classes were doing something 



different ••• and on the playground everyone was playing 
together. The playground segregation ended without any 
intervention on our part ••• it was like a brand new school 
and I could not believe it. I thought it would take two, 
three months; but it was just instant, imnediate success. 

During her first year as principal, P4 made explicit choices 

related to building relationships with teachers through focusing 

together on the developnent of innovative curriculum. 

The teachers were real open to a new administrator, and real 
open to new ideas ••• and we did a lot of stuff together that 
had not been tried before. We did thematic units school-wide 
and other interesting stuff. So I was, you know, on a roll. 

The implicit choice made at the time was to devote less attention 

to becaning better aCX}Uainted with teachers' beliefs about their 

teaching assignments, their students, and their professional needs • 

. When a negative incident occurred between two of P4' s teachers 

and a few parents, the reaction of the teachers to her decision 

was totally unexpected by her. She felt completely unsupported 

by these two teachers. One teacher later told the principal that 
" 

she felt obligated at the time to show support for the other teacher 

in his response to the principal's decision. P4 ranarked 

And when all of this hawens, you have to sit there and 
think, how do you get over this? 

The principal decided that the issue now was one of rebuilding 

trust between herself and her faculty. She spent the next year 

making explicit choices to be visibly involved in ways that would 

be perceived by individual teachers as supporti vei and she has 

gradually regained their trust. When describing a recent two-day 

in-service, the focus of her comments was not as much on curriculum 

and technique as on the process of strengthening relationships: 
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We did a lot of planning. These two days were probably the 
best block building days we had because we laughed, we were 
frustrated, we worked together, we yelled at each other, but 
also making sure we were all on the same page. 

Her awareness of the value in focusing on relationships and sharing 

beliefs comes through in her words: 
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That was a real cementing experience •••• And that I s sanething 
that maybe a new principal (can do), like the first two or 
three days, so he or she can get to know these people a little 
bi t better, what they want to keep, what they want to throw 

away. I think that would be a real successful thing to do. 

Leaders are responsible for building organizations where 
people continually expand their capabilities to understand 
complexity, clarify vision, and improve shared nental rrodels 
-that is, they are responsible for learning (Senge, 1990, 
p. 340). 

A second aspect of the influence values and beliefs have on 

decision making is when they help leaders "clarify vision, and 

improve shared nental models". During the process of dealing with 

issues that are complex or ambiguous, principals may find a need 

to define and redefine their personal vision of what needs to happen. 

That vision, based on educational values and beliefs, then becomes 

the guide for developing a shared sense of purpose. 

P1 described an incident in which he and his faculty were given 

the responsibility of adding a sixth-grade component to their 

existing curriculum, and prepare their kindergartgen-through-fifth 

grade school facilities to house three sixth grade classes in the 

coming school year. He comnented on his initial response to the 

assigrunent: 

I think it was cornplex ••• in the sense that I was put in charge 
of developing a sixth grade program ••• the task was ambiguous 



in that it had never been done before. I was given no 
guidelines as to how to do it; it was simply a matter of 
getting the job done. 

Describing additional aspects of complexity about this issue, he 

continued: 

It was complex because of both political reasons ••• this was 
kind of a fiery issue ••• and then, people's perceptions 
regarding that type of student being here. I would have been 
more comfortable if I had been given a year heads tart ••• (to) 
get the facility ready, get the library ready, get the staff 
prepared. I had little or no prep time to do this. 

When responding to this complex issue, P1 relied partly on his 
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own knowledge of middle school philosophy, but also on the experience 

of "several principals who have kindergarten-through-sixth-grade 

schools". He then turned to his own faculty to seek the expertise 

needed to fill the newly created teaching positions because he "felt 

more canfortable starting with my own people... these are people 

I have confidence in .•• ". The principal and his faculty worked 

together to learn the curricular needs of the incoming sixth grade 

students as well as the social/erotional needs of that age group. 

They then were better able to address any anxieties parents may 

have had regarding this change, and be clearer in their educational 

goals for these students. 

I think we've made it a positive experience ••• there was a 
lot of anxiety. A lot of my teachers are strictly elementary, 
and were not used to this. But I see sane real benefits to 
the way we approached things this year. 

A second principal whose cornnents deronstrated her belief that 

she was responsible to "improve shared mental models" was PA. She 

discussed the situation of trying to provide adequate noontime 

supervision without sufficient funds for additional paid help. 



Because volatile feelings existed between groups of children on 

the playground and between several aparbnent families, the principal 

had a difficult time creating open conmunication to discuss options 

to solve the noon supervision problem. She described some of the 

parents: 

••• sanetimes they will stand out there, two or three in a 
little comer just watching, and then they'll come in and 
criticize rather than ••• help. 

Concerns about this potentially dangerous situation were realized 
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when a child was hit in the head with a rock during a noontime fight. 

Although this was an unfortunate incident, the principal saw it 

as ,an oR?Qrtunity to bring people together and begin the dialogue 

that would enable them to develop shared goals and understanding • 

••• we all saw a need, the total corrmunity saw a need for 
something to be done ••• an incident like this forces many 
people to look at it ••• and say we need to do something now. 

This principal employed several strategies to assist parents, 

students, and teachers in understanding the complexity of the issue, 

while developing shared rrental IOOdels of what needed to be done. 

She sought and obtained consensus in identifying the problem (" ••• so 

that we all understood and were in agreement as to what the problem 

was ••• "); provided access to infonnation for the various stakeholders 

( "I 'd go over the budget with them and explain how much IIDney I 

have ••• ); actively enlisted input on various suggestions ("I ran 

it by some parents who were aware of the complexity of ••• supervision 

in the school to see what they would think of it ••• "); and involved 

the children in the process (" ••• before we began the program we 

had a conflict manager night, and the students presented the program 



to their parents, and right away the parents were very 

enthusiastic ••• ") • The successful outcome of this incident thus 

was due in large part to the learning and unifying that had become 

part of the decision process. 

It is not the articulation of an organization's goals that 
creates new practices but rather the imagery that creates 
the understanding, the compelling moral necessity for the 
new way. The clarity of the metaphor and the energy and 
courage its maker brings to it are vital to its 
acceptance (Bennis, 1988, p. 29). 

A third important aspect of the influence values and beliefs 

have on decision making lies in a principal's ability to use them 

to create the conmitment, passion, and sense of focused purpose 
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necessary for suocess. One way a leader might do this is by creating 

a personal metaphor or image that embodies the essential elements 

of his/her educational philosophy. 

P2 described the task of preparing both himself and his faculty 

to develop a school mission statement together. Preparation 

beforehand was necessary since he had just completed his first year 

as a school principal and " ••• everything I did was the first time". 

During that time, not only did he discover that teachers had 

different and specific needs, but also that they shared common needs: 

••• they each need a little different slice of the 
administrator. But they all need ••• to know there's somebody 
there to facilitate things. They need to know the rough spots 
are going to be SlOOOthed out ••• " 

This preparation period also included gaining an understanding 

of the type of leader he wanted to be. He did this partly by 

focusing on the instructional needs of his school and observing 
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••• there's excellence in every classroom, everybody's the 
captain of their own ship but there's no concept of flotilla 
here. 

The need to develop greater cohesion, combined with the principal's 

perception of his position as a "calling", created a perspective 

that eventually led to him perceiving his role to be the 

instructional leader of his school. The image this seemed to invoke 

within him was that of a team captain: 

I'm learning a lot ••• and I think the makings of a team are 
here ••• and part of it is deciding who the captain is, and 
I've already decided that. Not only am I willing to be their 
instructional leader, I am very able to do that. 

Clarifying this image of "captain" for his faculty then played 

an important part in preparing both himself and them to develop 

a school mission statement. His coomunication style became more 

direct when speaking about future instructional goals: 
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I made it clear that this is going to be a consensus situation, 
but I also made it clear that ••• I have some very strong 
feelings about the way things are going to be ••• 

He also spent more time clarifying his own commitment associated 

with being the captain. He discussed his ideas for the future with 

his faculty, after sending them an "impassioned" memorandum 

describing the importance of a school mission statement. The energy 

in his words tells of his corrmitment to this venture: 

I was ready, the teachers were ready ••• and everything kind 
of converged •••• Boy, that makes me sit up at night and write 
a memorandum, when I feel motivated like that! 

By articulating for himself the metaphor of the type of leader 

he wanted to be, and then corrmunicating this metaphor energetically 
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in various ways, this principal was able to build consensus regarding 

the importance of a shared mission statement, and " ••• the compelling 

moral necessity for the new way". 

Recorrmendations 

The recornnendations discussed below have emerged not only from 

the analysis of interview data about educational values and beliefs, 

but also from the responses of the principals to the interview 

process itself. Seldom do principals have the time or opportunity 

to discuss experiences that have had a significant impact on their 

administrative careers; nor do prospective administrators often 

have this opportunity. Therefore, the recornnendations below may 

have value for prospective administrators, current administrators, 

and district personnel. These reconmendations are followed by 

implications for future research based on the results of this study. 

Prospective Administrators 

At the pre-service level, educational administration programs 

should include experiences that provide prospective administrators 

opportunities to articulate their educational platform and 

philosophy. This could be done through such activities as group 

discussion with peers, developing and responding to hypothetical 

scenarios, learning about the influence of educational philosophy 

on the setting of educational goals, and clarifying one's own future 

educational goals. 

During administrative internships, students in educational 

administration programs need opportunities to discuss their 
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developing educational values and beliefs with others in the program. 

'!he administrators with whan they are interning could be particularly 

helpful at this time by describing leadership experiences that have 

been significant to them in the past, and why. 

Perhaps as part of their internship experience or as part of 

a class experience, administration students could be provided 

opportiunities to practice self-reflection through writing in 

response journals, where they could define and redefine their values 

and beliefs over time; also valuable would be the experience of 

articulating to others changes in their philosophy or values and 

beliefs over time. 

Current Administrators 

Warren Bermis (1989) remarked about his own administrative 

experience: 

Routine work drives out nonroutine work and smothers to death 
all creative planning, all fundamental change in the 
university-or any institution (p. 15). 

If administrators perceive their educational values and beliefs 

to be important underpinnings in their decision making process, 

and if administrators are aware of their values and beliefs to 

varying degrees, greater awareness of those values and beliefs is 

critical so that appropriate goals for planned change can be created 

and conmunicated. Taking this step, however, requires a shift in 

the thinking of educators regarding how principals spend their tiIoo. 

Managerial tasks must be accomplished each day, but often those 

are the tasks demanding the majority of time and energy fran school 

leaders; thus, principals may become concerned about the amount 
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of time they spend "managing" as opposed to "leading" their schools. 

P3, who, along with her faculty, has been involved in a 

schoolwide restructuring project for three and one-half years, 

comnented that if she were doing this allover again, or for those 

principals who were just entering into such an experience, she would 

strongly encourage them to job-share. She ranarked that the 

experience became very intense as she attempted to manage daily 

routines while also expending tremendous amounts of time and ene:rgy 

in developing with her staff new ways of "doing school" for their 

students. Principals need to have sufficient time and opportunity 

to reflect on their educational values and beliefs, review and refine 

their vision, and create and conmunicate school goals. If they 

were given assistance with routine managerial tasks, perhaps 

principals would have time for reflection. 

Principals also need time and opportunity to share their 

reflections and value/belief systems. Through frequent articulation 

of them, principals become clearer in defining for themselves and 

others what they do value and believe. This could result in 

beneficial dialogue with the staff on a regular basis concerning 

shared values and beliefs, and the mission and purpose of school. 

Infonnal principals' groups, in-services, and retreats with other 

principals or with their staffs are settings in which principals 

could express their educational values and beliefs to others, 

especially about goals they create to make decisions about complex 

or ambiguous school issues. 

The principals in this study responded very positively to the 



experience of being asked about their perceptions of significant 

events in their careers. PA stated "I thought I was helping you, 

but it also helped me". P1 ranarked how "cathartic" the interview 

experience was for him. P2 indicated he had "never realized how 

great these (school) experiences were before". P4 expressed it 

171 

was "so nice to have someone to talk to about these things". These 

ranarks show the importance of the sharing of values and beliefs 

as one way to meet the professional needs of school leaders. 

District Administrators 

District policy-makers must acknowledge the existence and 

influence of individual value and belief systems on the decisions 

principals make before systemic changes can occur. In addition, 

district-level personnel need to view these influences as vital 

sources of sound, professional judgment in principals' decision 

making process on "tough" school issues. This recognition can be 

achieved by implementing steps such as the following: 

1. Validate the existence of principals' value/belief systems 

by encouraging principals to articulate them during discussion 

sessions. 

2. Listen to principals' concerns regarding the potential effects 

of policies on their particular students, teachers, parents, 

and school programs. 

3. Adopt more of a concerns-based IOCldel (making use of needs 

assessments that include various perspectives) when discussing 

future policy implementation. 

4. Use in-services and retreats as opportunities for principals 
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and district personnel to find COITI11on areas of belief, to clarify 

differences in perspective, and to fonn nrutually agreeable 

options. 

5. Encourage the professional growth of principals by supporting 

their participation in experiences offered at principals r centers; 

and 

6. Develop evaluation criteria at the district level that are 

aligned with publicly stated district philosophy and policy: 

what is valued publicly (such as site-based management, student 

and teacher growth, developnent of learning corrmunities, and 

so forth) is supported in visible ways (fiscal conmibnent, 

in-services and other training/developnent opportunities, and 

recognition of progress). 

Implications for Future Research 

Further research is needed in the area of principals r decision 

making practices. The following questions as worthy of consideration 

for scholarly investigation: 

1. How closely are principals r day-to-day practices aligned with 

their stated educational values and beliefs? What do others 

perceive principals r values and beliefs to be, based on their 

goals, priorities, and statements about what is possible? 

2. How and to what extent do principals r educational values and 

beliefs, as well as decision making practices, influence 

interaction and collaboration among teachers? 

3. How can principals be assisted in becaning more aware of their 

educational values and beliefs and their influence on decision 
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making? Does this awareness create a greater likelihood for 

reflective practice to take place? 

4. How do principals deal with philosophical conflicts between 

their educational values and beliefs and district personnel 

or policies? 

5. How do principals perceive that restructuring and other types 

of school-wide change affects their values and beliefs over time? 

Which values and beliefs are most affected and in what ways? 

6. What values and beliefs are most central in assisting principals 

to define their roles as school leaders? Do principals with 

similar values and beliefs about their roles have similar 

leadership styles? 

7. Haw can district personnel use awareness regarding principals' 

values and beliefs to put in place the kind of dialogue that 

will assist school and district personnel to find greater common 

ground and understanding? 

Conclusion 

When speaking of leadership characteristics and skills that are 

necessary in today's changing educational contexts, researchers 

and educators often focus on the ability to communicate effectively, 

solve problems appropriately, and manage efficiently, while 
I 

responding to a wide variety of educational issues. How principals 

respond to these issues, and how they make decisions about them 

depends not only on the skills mentioned above, but also on 

principals' educational philosophies, perceptions of their roles, 
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and their educational values and beliefs. 

Values and beliefs play a particularly significant role in 

principals' decision making when the issues involved are complex 

or ambiguous. During such times, principals may find themselves 

needing to define, question, and then redefine their values and 

beliefs about certain issues to respond to their complexity or 

ambiguity more appropriately. This process can at tiIIES be a soul-

searching journey. 

As I've risked ••• changing my leadership, I've come into a 
loneliness quite different from that felt ••• during my first 
few years on this job •••• I thought growth would do away 
with pain, like this loneliness. It seems to come when I 
ask, 'did I do the right thing?', and realize that I'm the 
one who has to answer my own question. 

("lew's Case" in Jentz & Wofford, 1985, p. 161). 

Ultimately, for the rest of us, the question becomes (a) what 

do we expect of our principals, and (b) what do we expect of our 

educational system? When educational reformers advocate systemic 

change, they are advocating changes in how school leaders are 

perceived and how they will participate in the process of educational 

refonn. 

Some reformers speak of the need for principals to shift their 

educational philosophies from viewing leadership solely in tenns 

of efficiency and "doing things right", to viewing leadership as 

a value-guided act and "doing right things". The increasing 

complexity and ambiguity of issues facing today's principals call 

for leaders who have the ability to approach problems reflectively, 

make decisions based on sound judgment, and understand their own 

intentionality in the decision making process. Why, for example, 



do principals view some actions as having greater priority during 

the decision making process than others? Why do principals view 

some solutions to school issues as more feasible than others? If 

we expect principals to be able to answer such questions as these 

to thansel ves and others, then we must recognize the importance 

of their values and beliefs when they establish patterns of 

administrative practice and make decisions. 

By conducting this study, the author hopefully is adding one 

more "piece" to the mosaic of research about school leadership. 
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We know much about theories of leadership and techniques associated 

with the practice of leadership. The link between the two may prove 

to be principals' values and beliefs. A value theory framework 

for research in this area appears to have potential for discovering 

some of the "unknowns" about why principals choose to lead as they 

do. The author views this study as a means to aci:i her voice to 

those of others who support the use of the Critical Incident 

Technique and similar approaches to obtain data about the important 

internal factors that influence decision making. 

For over 200 years, we Americans have viewed education as a means 

to prepare our young people to take their places in society. Tbday, 

the world is the "society" in which our young people must take their 

places. With an increasingly complex and globally interdependent 

society in our future, our nation's students must be helped to 

respond to problem solving situations responsibly and creatively. 

OUr educational system should reflect, locally as well as nationally, 

our comnitment to this end. The principals in this study exemplify 



much of what is good in our current educational system. They all 

spoke of the sanetimes overwhelming sense of responsibility they 

feel toward their positions; by the same token, they all expressed 

their excitement about being leaders in today's schools. Their 

optimistic dedication should remind the rest of us that. only when 

we recognize the crucial nature of values and beliefs in 

administrative practice, will we be able to use the creative force 

within our school leaders to turn educational possibilities into 

realities. 
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INTERVIEW INSTRUMENT 
Please think of three (3) decision making incidents in your career that 

you believe were significant because they.involved school issues that were 
either canplex* or ambiguous * • You may perceive these to be either positive 
or negative experiences in your career. Please try to recall as rrruch about 
these incidents as you can, especially in the following areas: 
AOOr.rr THE INCIDENI': 

1. When did this incident occur? What circumstances led up to it? 

2. What specific things di~ you do in this incident? 

3. Who else was involved in this incident? What did they do? 

4. What factors in the incident either facilitated or constrained your 

decision making? 

5. What was the outcc:me of the incident? 

6. In what ways do you feel this incident was significant? \Vhat influence 

did it have on your later feelings or actions? 

ABOUT THE ISSUE: 

1. What was the nature of the issue? 

2. What made this issue canplex or ambiguous? 

3. What goal(s) did you have in mind in making a decision ai::x:lUt this issue? 

4. What factors did you try to influence or control in making a decision 

about this issue? 

5. What problem solving strategies did you use in making a decision about 

this issue? What sources did you use in choosing your strategies? 

*For the purposes of this study, cc:mplex is defined as having several sub­

issues, involving conflicting Viewpoints, being sensitive in nature, etc. 

*For this study, ambiguous is defined as being unclear in scope, being 

ill-structured, having elements that are difficult to define, etc. 
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Value Concept Dimensions 

Grounding Philosophical Types of Value 

COrrespondences bl' le.vel 

"Right" Principle Religionism I: Transra tional 

Ideologism 

conser.susi Humanism II: Rational 

COnsequence Pragmatism 

Prefere!lCe Behaviorism III: Subrational 

Logical Positivism 

Adapted fran Hcxigkinson, C. (1991). Educational leadershic: The moral 

art. NY: State University cf New York Press (p. 97). 
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Examples of Value Statements 

-The children relly felt very honored to be in the program 

and they worked hard at it. 

-The children are solving their own problems, but they're 

doing it in a positive way. 

-With incidents like this, you have to tum it around and make 

sc:mething positive happen, rather than dwelling on the 

negative. 

-We were looking for sanething that would tie in with the 

school's value system. And I would use it with children in 

the office to make how we deal with problems consistent. 

-I envision myself as an educational leader. I should be 

establishing, by being creative and irmovative, new and 

better ways to empower children. 

-Ultimately all these things are my responsibility, and I 

take my responsibility very seriously. 

-I will have to do sanething here to make this equitable for 

our kids. We have to make sure it's fair for everyone; how 

can we take as little as possible fran children? 

-To me our first priority has to be children because they are 

our future. 

-I'm having a difficult time holding a status quo because of 

financial constraints; I don't have the right to build the 

kind of faculty I feel would help. 
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Consensus/ 

Consequence -It was a very good prcc:.:JraIll and I think it was very successful 

because we all saw a need, the total cannunity saw a need. 

-We always try to bring closure to it by talking about 

solutions. 

fA -I let them tell me what they think we should do, and I 

'PB 

explain the budget and ask for suggestions. 

-It I S not good for children, or for m::>rale, p:linting fingers 

at the m::>nitors, teachers, or myself, because things happen. 

-It would settle the noon problem but also teach kids skills 

for managing conflict. 

-A good third of our population is at risk; ccmputers have 

been wonderful teols for them. Technology is a teol that can 

help them with careers down the road, and we work toward that. 

-I work with district people on a daily basis. It I S very 

important that I work with them and not against them. 

-Being negative and backing out of the situation is wrong. 

-I encouraged the lab techs to get together as a group to see 

if we can put our heads together to make this right. 
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Preference -So once you set a direction, it's mostly a matter of getting 

things in place. 

-Sanetimes they will stand out there, two or three, just 

watching, and then cane in and criticize rather than help. 

-We have three new programs here this year because I wrote 

PB grants, and I've never written grants before. 

-Our budget is tight; the kids collect and recycle cans to 

help pay for extra tim with our lab tech, Chris. 
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Be.lief ~)'stern Frame.work 

I. Belief continuum: 

IT. Disbelief continuum: 

TII. Central-peripheral 

continuum: 

IV. Time perspective 

continuum: 

Belief System Dimensions 

all the beliefs, expectancies, or 

hypotheses, conscious and unconscious, 

held as true at a given time 

a series of subsystems containing all the 

e.'q)ectancies or hypotheses, conscious and 

unconscious, that are rej ected as false 

at a given time 

the range of beliefs extending from core 

or central (such as beliefs about the 

world, self, and others), to derived or 

peripheral (such as beliefs deri veO fran 

authority and about authority) 

beliefs about the relationships and 

inte-""I'elatedness of past, present, and 

future 

Note: Defini tions are abstracr.ed from M. Rokeach (1960). The ooer; a"d 

closed mind. New York: Basic Bo:lks, Chapter 2. 

I 
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Examples of Belief System Dimensions 

- I think sc:metimes with an issue like this, where 

you Ire trying to find solutions, an incident like this 

forces many people to look at it and say we need to 

do sanething now. 

-With any problem you Ire trying to solve, you need the 

support of the people that will be working with the 

problem, like parents and teachers, and the under­

standing of the children, that total support system. 

-It is not feasible, even tnough I have a very comput:eJ 

literate faculty, to ask teachers to be responsible 

for 30 children and 30 canputers; if in fact there IS 

a problem in the lab, and you have to leave, that 

'PB makes it nonflU'lctional. 

-The district is like a frog bouncing around on a lily 

pad, putting out this fire, but creating other ones. 

Because they I ve pulled this money, they I ve put out 

a couple of fires downtown, but created a major one 

that no one in the schools is happy with. 
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II. Central-peripheral -Bcxiy language is interesting, especially a male tvith 

continuum 

FA 

a wanan principal. I've had incidents of sitting, 

with the man standing the whole time, leaning over 

my desk, as if that's going to put me in my place. 

-Sanetimes parents want to talk with the other child. 

I was ahmys very careful with situations like that 

because I think that's putting children in an unfair 

position with angry parents. 

-This is not an equitable way to treat people who have 

been loyal employees of the district. It is a wrong 

move professionally for the canputer techs because 

F6 who wants a 2-hour a day job? We will lose these 

people. . 

-It's not a satisfactory move for any principal to go 

out and canvas the public or try to raise money; it's 

not concrete enough. The district needs to cut, but 

in a different area. 
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-We had the program in force for three years, and it 

was working very well, and then the three teachers 

that were dOing it were really kind of burning out. 

-She said they were going to ask (the new principal) 

about starting up conflict management again, and she 

wondered it I'd cane back and help with the training. 

It's nice to see the three people that were burned 

out are the ones starting it up again! 

-This issue is ambiguous in the fa~ that this noney 

was once there, it was once allocated. t-lhy isn't it 

F6 there anymore? 

-I am finding, now that I've been a principal for 2~ 

years, that as each month goes by, :: am dealing more 

and nore with issues like this. So principals are 

dealing with nore of these problems, and tr-.at' s what's 

creating the burnout that you see. 
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