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Why Does School Leadership Matter?
Strong leadership is invaluable to any organization. Effective leaders recruit and 
develop talent, promote organizational growth, influence change and create positive 
culture. Extensive research shows this holds true in our nation’s schools. Teachers 
identify principal leadership as one of the most important determinants — more than 
compensation — in their decisions to stay in a school or the profession.1  Even more 
telling, school leadership is found to have one of the greatest influences on student 
outcomes — second only to classroom instruction — among school-level factors.2 
Effective principals and other school leaders are critical for fostering strong working 
and learning environments for teachers and their students. 

What Role Does an Effective School Leader Play? 
While teachers directly influence students in their classrooms, principals impact all of the students in their school 
buildings. Today’s building-level leaders are much more than administrative officers or disciplinarians. Among other 
influences, an effective principal:

Because principals are key to teacher and student success, it is important for states to develop policies that support 
them throughout their careers — from preparation to evaluation and ongoing support. By first adopting strong school 
leadership standards and further aligning policies with these standards, states can help ensure effective principals lead 
more schools — and the teachers and students within those schools.

How Can States Help Ensure Schools Have Effective Leaders?

School Leadership Standards
Research shows that setting standards that articulate clear expectations of school leaders is essential to building a 
strong principal pipeline.5 All 50 states, plus the District of Columbia, developed school leadership standards, though 
the standards and level of policy integration vary from one state to the next. To help guide states, the Council of Chief 
State School Officers and the National Policy Board for Education Administration developed model standards and 
offer recommendations for implementing them across policies and practices. Known as the Professional Standards for 
Educational Leaders, they emphasize the capabilities of a principal as an instructional leader and link competencies 
to student learning.6 In considering ways to strengthen their school leadership standards, state leaders can look at 
adopting or adapting these nationally recognized standards. 

JJ Shapes a vision of academic success for all students. 

JJ Creates a climate hospitable to education.

JJ Cultivates leadership in others.

JJ Improves instruction.

JJ Manages people, data and processes to foster 
school improvement.4

“Principals, through their 

actions, can be powerful 

multipliers of effective teaching 

and leadership practices in 

schools. And those practices 

can contribute much to 

the success of the nation’s 

students.”3
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ADDITIONAL STATE POLICY CONSIDERATIONS:

New York is among the handful of states that have fully adopted the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders to guide 

its policies. This was the first step of a larger effort, the Principal Preparation Project, a state-led project to strengthen the 

quality of school leadership throughout the state.7

Recruitment Policies
Districts throughout the country continue to experience high principal turnover.8 Research shows that frequent 
changes in school leadership result in lower teacher retention and lower student achievement gains.9 States can play 
a role in creating strong recruitment and retention policies that are foundational to building an effective principal 
pipeline. States can consider comprehensive and/or targeted — such as rural or high-need schools — areas of 
support to mitigate principal shortages.

ADDITIONAL STATE POLICY CONSIDERATIONS:

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in North Carolina developed a data-driven Leader Identifier Tool to help identify potential 

candidates for leadership positions based on qualifications, experiences and background.10 

Maryland’s Promising Principals Academy is an intensive professional learning experience for assistant principals, central 

office staff and teacher leaders who are identified by their superintendent as showing strong leadership potential.11

Preparation Design and Program Approval Policies
High-quality training and preparation are key to ensuring principals are prepared for success on day one and 
throughout their professional careers.12 In considering ways to strengthen leadership training, state entities charged 
with preparation program approval can establish requirements for high-quality preparation and standards alignment. 

JJ Review current school leadership standards 
and engage principals, teachers and district 
administrators to ensure they align with local needs.

JJ Ensure school leadership standards are 
incorporated across state policies affecting 
principals throughout their careers. 

JJ Provide resources to the state education agency 
— or directly to districts — to offer professional 
learning services for promising leaders, including 
assistant principals and teacher leaders. 

JJ Develop and support statewide longitudinal data 
systems to track vacancies, retention rates and 
other key metrics. 

JJ Develop programs to offer incentives to effective 
principals to lead high-need schools.

JJ Facilitate partnerships between preparation 
program providers and school districts to recruit 
aspiring principals.
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ADDITIONAL STATE POLICY CONSIDERATIONS: 

Illinois revamped its principal preparation policies to strengthen coursework, field experience, mentorship and district 

partnership requirements with the goal of ensuring every principal is prepared to succeed as an instructional leader.14 

Georgia developed a two-tiered system of educational leadership preparation programs. Tier 1 programs prepare candidates 

to serve in leadership positions below principal (such as assistant principal); and must align with adopted Georgia Leadership 

Standards, establish a partnership with a school district, offer a clinical experience and provide a candidate support team. Tier II 

advanced programs must also include an extended residency component and have more rigorous performance expectations.15

Certification and Licensure Policies
All 50 states, plus the District of Columbia, established requirements for principal 
certification and licensure, which often include minimum education level, 
preparation, teaching experience and assessments. While states differ in the 
types of training and skills necessary for certification, many require principals to 
have a master’s degree and at least three years of school-related experience. In 
considering ways to strengthen certification and licensure policies, states can look 
to develop tiered, performance-based systems that align with adopted standards.

ADDITIONAL STATE POLICY CONSIDERATIONS:

Massachusetts developed its own evaluation tool, the Performance Assessment for Leaders, that closely aligns with state-adopted Professional 

Standards for Administrative Leadership and comprises performance-based tasks rather than traditional, pencil-and-paper exams.16 

California developed a two-tiered credentialing system for school principals. In order to advance to the Administrative Services 

Clear Credential, principals must work in a full-time administrative position for at least two years, earn a Preliminary Administrative 

Services Credential and complete an approved induction program.17

JJ Review policies to ensure candidates possess 
appropriate education and experience requirements.  

JJ Partner with districts to support mentorship or 
induction programs as part of certification or 
licensure requirements.

JJ Develop 
performance-based assessments that evaluate a 
candidate’s ability to address adopted standards 
and real-world conditions. 

JJ Provide a route to certification for candidates with 
nontraditional backgrounds.

Curious what policies your 
state has regarding school 
leader certification and 
preparation programs?  
This 50-State Comparison 
reviews these requirements 
across eight key data points.

JJ Consider adopting or adapting the National 
Educational Leadership Preparation standards.13

JJ Ensure program providers deliver candidates a 
high-quality field experience that offers exposure to 
multiple sites and sufficient time in the field. 

JJ Allow flexibility for program providers to adapt to 
changing local needs.

JJ Encourage program providers to partner with local 
school districts to better equip aspiring principals to 
meet local needs.

JJ Ensure program providers have data-driven 
accountability measures in place to allow for 
feedback for program improvement.

http://www.ecs.org
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Mentoring, Induction and Professional Development Policies
High-quality professional learning opportunities provide current and aspiring principals with the training, knowledge 
and skills required for career success and advancement. States can support a variety of professional development, 
mentoring and induction offerings for novice and experienced school leaders — including coaching, professional 
learning communities, workshops, conferences, courses and web-based coursework and training.

ADDITIONAL STATE POLICY CONSIDERATIONS:

The Tennessee Department of Education offers high-quality, professional learning opportunities to principals through its Academy for 

School Leaders and requires administrators to obtain TASL credits each year.18  The state also plans to increase development opportunities 

for rural school leaders by creating a professional network for principals in selected rural schools to attend training programs.19 

To increase the number of effective leaders in high-need schools, the Utah legislature created the School Leadership Development 

Program.20 This training is aligned with the Utah Educational Leadership Standards and includes skills-building in data-driven 

decision-making, evidence-based practices and other school improvement strategies. 

Evaluation and Ongoing Support Policies
Principals and other school leaders have opportunities to reflect, develop and grow through evaluation systems and 
targeted supports. By creating an evaluation system that emphasizes instructional leadership and is aligned to school 
leadership standards, states can provide a robust framework for districts to use in implementation and in ongoing 
targeted supports to principals. 

ADDITIONAL STATE POLICY CONSIDERATIONS:

The Kentucky Department of Education is developing a state framework for The Kentucky Professional Growth and Effectiveness 

System for Principals that districts may choose to implement.21 The framework is grounded in the adopted Principal Performance 

Standards and will include opportunities for supervisors to work with each principal on an annual professional growth plan 

through both site visits and formal reviews.

The Delaware Department of Education provides guiding documents and training for evaluating principals under its statewide 

Delaware Performance Appraisal System II.22 Prior to performing an evaluation, principal supervisors must complete foundational 

training in DPAS-II and pass a credentialing assessment.  

JJ Ensure new principals receive high-quality induction 
and mentoring support. 

JJ Offer direct professional learning opportunities 
through the state education agency.

JJ Provide resources to support districts in local 
professional development programs.

JJ Embed professional learning opportunities in 
licensure renewal requirements. 

JJ Target certain school leaders, such as turnaround 
principals, and provide specialized professional 
development programs. 

JJ Provide resources and guidance to districts on 
evaluation and support systems. 

JJ Continue to consult with district leaders and 
collaborate on ways to better the system. 

JJ Support the training of principal supervisors 
to ensure evaluation and support systems are 
effectively implemented.
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Questions to Consider
States play a pivotal role in partnering with districts to support school leaders throughout their careers. To create a 
comprehensive, standards-based approach that prepares, supports and develops school leaders, state leaders can 
consider the following:
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resources to develop strong school leadership policies and practices.

JJ Do current state policies align with adopted school leadership standards?

JJ Do current state policies support principals and other school leaders throughout the career continuum? 

JJ In what ways does the state education agency support district implementation of school leadership policies?  

JJ How can data systems better inform school leadership policies and practices? 

AUTHOR
Deven Scott is a policy researcher and state relations associate at Education Commission of the States. She earned 
a bachelor’s degree in political science and history and a master’s degree in public administration, both from the 
University of South Dakota. In her spare time, she can be found hiking, watching true crime documentaries or cheering 
on the Minnesota Vikings. Contact Deven at dscott@ecs.org or 303.299.3622.

http://www.ecs.org
mailto:dscott%40ecs.org?subject=


7

SPECIAL REPORT www.ecs.org | @EdCommission

ENDNOTES

 1 Learning Policy Institute, The Role of Principals 

in Addressing Teacher Shortages (Palo Alto, 

CA: Learning Policy Institute, 2017), https://
learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/
product-files/Role_Principals_Addressing_Teacher_
Shortage_BRIEF.pdf.  

2 Kenneth Leithwood et al., How Leadership Influences 

Student Learning (New York: The Wallace Foundation, 

2004), http://www.wallacefoundation.org/
knowledge-center/Documents/How-Leadership-
Influences-Student-Learning.pdf.

3 Paul Manna, Developing Excellent School Principals to 

Advance Teaching and Learning: Considerations for 

State Policy (New York: The Wallace Foundation, 

2015), http://www.wallacefoundation.org/
knowledge-center/Documents/Developing-
Excellent-School-Principals.pdf. 

4 Pamela Mendels, The Effective Principal: Five Pivotal 

Practices that Shape Instructional Leadership 

(New York: The Wallace Foundation, 2012), http://
www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/
Documents/The-Effective-Principal.pdf. 

5 Pamela Mendels, Building Principal Pipelines: A Job 

That Urban Districts Can Do (New York: The Wallace 

Foundation, 2017), http://www.wallacefoundation.
org/knowledge-center/Documents/Perspective-
Principal-Pipelines-Updated.pdf.

6 National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 

Professional Standards for Educational Leaders 2015 

(Reston, VA: National Policy Board for Educational 

Administration, 2015), http://www.wallacefoundation.
org/knowledge-center/Documents/Professional-
Standards-for-Educational-Leaders-2015.pdf.

7 “Findings of the Principal Project Advisory Team,” The 

Principal Project Advisory Teams, July 11, 2017, http://
www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/principal-
project-phase-2-final-report-with-appendices.pdf. 

8 “Public School Principal Data File,” U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 

National Teacher and Principal Survey, 2015-

2016, https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ntps/tables/
Table_6_042717.asp. 

9 Tara Béteille, Demetra Kalogrides and Susanna Loeb, 

“Stepping Stones: Principal Career Paths and School 

Outcomes.” (NBER Working Paper Series 17243, 

National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, 

MA, July 2011), http://www.nber.org/papers/w17243.
pdf.

10 Leslie M. Anderson, Brenda J. Turnbull and Erikson A. 

Arcaira, Leader Tracking Systems: Turning Data into 

Information for School Leadership (Washington, 

DC: Policy Study Associates, 2017), http://www.
wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/
Documents/Leader-Tracking-Systems-Turning-
Data-Into-Information-for-School-Leadership.pdf.

11 “Maryland’s Promising Principals Academy,” Maryland 

State Department of Education, accessed May 29, 

2018, http://marylandpublicschools.org/about/
Pages/PromisingPrincipals/index.aspx 

12 Jacquelyn Davis, Improving University Principal 

Preparation Programs: Five Themes From the Field 

(New York: The Wallace Foundation, 2016), http://
www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/
Documents/Improving-University-Principal-
Preparation-Programs.pdf. 

http://www.ecs.org
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Role_Principals_Addressing_Tea
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Role_Principals_Addressing_Tea
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Role_Principals_Addressing_Tea
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/product-files/Role_Principals_Addressing_Tea
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/How-Leadership-Influences-Student-Learni
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/How-Leadership-Influences-Student-Learni
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/How-Leadership-Influences-Student-Learni
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Developing-Excellent-School-Principals.p
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Developing-Excellent-School-Principals.p
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Developing-Excellent-School-Principals.p
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Perspective-Principal-Pipelines-Updated.
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Perspective-Principal-Pipelines-Updated.
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Perspective-Principal-Pipelines-Updated.
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Professional-Standards-for-Educational-L
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Professional-Standards-for-Educational-L
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Professional-Standards-for-Educational-L
http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/principal-project-phase-2-final-report-with-appendices.pdf
http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/principal-project-phase-2-final-report-with-appendices.pdf
http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/principal-project-phase-2-final-report-with-appendices.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ntps/tables/Table_6_042717.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ntps/tables/Table_6_042717.asp
http://www.nber.org/papers/w17243.pdf
http://www.nber.org/papers/w17243.pdf
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Leader-Tracking-Systems-Turning-Data-Int
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Leader-Tracking-Systems-Turning-Data-Int
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Leader-Tracking-Systems-Turning-Data-Int
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Leader-Tracking-Systems-Turning-Data-Int
http://marylandpublicschools.org/about/Pages/PromisingPrincipals/index.aspx
http://marylandpublicschools.org/about/Pages/PromisingPrincipals/index.aspx
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Improving-University-Principal-Preparati
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Improving-University-Principal-Preparati
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Improving-University-Principal-Preparati
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Improving-University-Principal-Preparati


© 2018 by Education Commission of the States. All rights reserved. Education Commission of the States encourages its readers to share 

our information with others. To request permission to reprint or excerpt some of our material, please contact us at 303.299.3609 or email 

askinner@ecs.org.

Education Commission of the States | 700 Broadway Suite 810 Denver, CO 80203

8

SPECIAL REPORT www.ecs.org | @EdCommission

13 “National Educational Leadership Preparation,”  

National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 

accessed May 31, 2018, http://npbea.org/nelp/. 

14 Janet Holt and Jim Applegate, “School Leadership 

Matters: Illinois leading reforms in principal 

preparation,” Education Commission of the States, 

October 17, 2016, https://www.ecs.org/school-
leadership-matters-illinois-leading-reforms-in-
principal-preparation/.

15 Georgia Comp. R. & Regs. 505-3-.77.

16 “Massachusetts Performance Assessment for Leaders,” 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education, last updated January 25, 2017, 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/pal/. 

17 "Administrative Services Credential for Individuals 

Prepared in California," California Commission on 

Teacher Credentialing, last updated April 2017, 

https://www.ctc.ca.gov/docs/default-source/
leaflets/cl574c.pdf?sfvrsn=8aa3c37f_8. 

18 “Tennessee Academy for School Leaders,” Tennessee 

Department of Education, accessed May 31, 2018, 

https://www.tn.gov/education/teaching-in-
tennessee/tasl.html. 

19 “Haslam Announces Comprehensive Plan to Transform 

Principal Leadership in Tennessee Schools,” Tennessee 

Department of Education, March 20, 2018, https://
www.tn.gov/governor/news/2018/3/20/haslam-
announces-comprehensive-plan-to-transform-
principal-leadership-in-tennessee-schools.html. 

20 Utah Code Ann. § 53A-1-1209 (West).

21 Derek L. Riley and Julie Meredith, State Efforts to 

Strengthen School Leadership: Insights from 

CCSSO Action Groups (Washington, DC: Policy 

Studies Associates, September 2017), http://
www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/
Documents/State-Efforts-Strengthen-School-
Leadership-CCSSO-Action-Groups-PSA-2017.pdf.

22 “Delaware Performance Appraisal System,” Delaware 

Department of Education, revised August 2017, 

https://www.doe.k12.de.us/cms/lib/DE01922744/
Centricity/Domain/377/DPAS%20II%20for%20
Administrators%20Guide%20for%20Principals_
REVISED%20August%202017.pdf. 

http://www.ecs.org
https://twitter.com/edcommission
http://npbea.org/nelp/
https://www.ecs.org/school-leadership-matters-illinois-leading-reforms-in-principal-preparation/
https://www.ecs.org/school-leadership-matters-illinois-leading-reforms-in-principal-preparation/
https://www.ecs.org/school-leadership-matters-illinois-leading-reforms-in-principal-preparation/
http://www.doe.mass.edu/pal/
https://www.tn.gov/education/teaching-in-tennessee/tasl.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/teaching-in-tennessee/tasl.html
https://www.tn.gov/governor/news/2018/3/20/haslam-announces-comprehensive-plan-to-transform-principa
https://www.tn.gov/governor/news/2018/3/20/haslam-announces-comprehensive-plan-to-transform-principa
https://www.tn.gov/governor/news/2018/3/20/haslam-announces-comprehensive-plan-to-transform-principa
https://www.tn.gov/governor/news/2018/3/20/haslam-announces-comprehensive-plan-to-transform-principa
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/State-Efforts-Strengthen-School-Leadersh
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/State-Efforts-Strengthen-School-Leadersh
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/State-Efforts-Strengthen-School-Leadersh
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/State-Efforts-Strengthen-School-Leadersh
https://www.doe.k12.de.us/cms/lib/DE01922744/Centricity/Domain/377/DPAS%20II%20for%20Administrators%
https://www.doe.k12.de.us/cms/lib/DE01922744/Centricity/Domain/377/DPAS%20II%20for%20Administrators%
https://www.doe.k12.de.us/cms/lib/DE01922744/Centricity/Domain/377/DPAS%20II%20for%20Administrators%
https://www.doe.k12.de.us/cms/lib/DE01922744/Centricity/Domain/377/DPAS%20II%20for%20Administrators%

