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Earlv-career rural principals IIIay 1I1l1' i ' more pronounced needs for pmfe.nional development than ' heir suburban
und 11r/1II1l cuumerparts. due in pan to geograph ic isolation from peers and other resources I.J.nJ the need to aHU11le more
varied roles than pri ncipals in other locales. 111i5 SImi)' explores such needs and summarizes evaluation of the Southeast­
ern R('g;o/1 C11 Principals ' Academy, a profevsionol development initiative for new p rincip als in rural Appalachian Ohio
incorporating menmring , peer study groIlVI', and portfoliodevelopment. Findings from focus gruuI' and individual inter­
l'iewJ, participant observation. and $un't'.\ '.~ suggest that the participating Ilew rura l administrators found mentoring and
networking 10 be among the most valuable C011l1'0nenu of the Academy, mitigating the effects of isolation. Interestingly ,
however, participants were ambivalent about the need for explicitlv rural study group curriculum ami composition. In
addition. participants expressed dear preference for the "unoffi cial" curriculum.focusing Oil procncal matten ofschool
mwwgemelll. l"t'rJUJ the "offi cial" curriculum associated with fidjilJing portfolio requirements. which principals viewed
as abstract busvwork:

Background

With continued state and. more recently, federal em­
pha:--i~ 00 school reform and accountability . numerous com­
memarcrs link schoo l im pro ve ment to the leade rsh ip
competence of pri nci pals (e .g.. Peterso n & Kel ley. 2001:
Sebring & BI)k. 20(0). Moreo ver. ca ll!'> for reform di rec t
particular attent ion to low-perform ing schools and d istrict s.
many o f which arc situated in rura l loc ales (sec c.g.. Carter .
199!J). For this reason , some authors re.g.. Ma nges &
Wilcox. 1!J1l7) argue that sc hoo l administr ato rs in rural
communities need to learn how to become data-based man­
agcrs, instructiona l leaders . and c hange age nts.

Teaching schoo l admin istrators 10 ass ume these roles
may not he an easy mailer. Accordin g to some cornmema­
tors. howeve r. professional development activities can hel p
prepare principals for thei r new roles as stcwards of data­
drive n reform te.g .. Bernh ardt . 2000: Khanna. T rousdale .
Penue l. & Kell. 1999) . Despite this rhetoric. lill ie sys tem­
atic wor k has been directed toward developing and testing
the effectiveness of professional development initiatives
that prepare principals to carry out school Improvement
(Hellinger & ~l urphy . 1991). Of the few ini tiative s that

Corre spondence concemmg thi s ankle shou ld he addressed
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have been undertaken . most address the needs of urban and
suburban principals (see e.g.. Grover. 1 99~ : Nudson &
Devries. 19791, and very few addrc..s the special needs of
rural principal s (d. Reaves & Larmer. 1lJ96).

Nevertheless. rural admini..trarors may have even more
pro noun ced professio nal development nee ds than their ur­
ban and suburban counterparts. They tend. for example. to
he less well ed ucated than urb an and suburban administra­
tors I Barker & Muve, 1983: Reaves & Larmer . 19(6): they
ce rtainly arc more isolated than princi pals in other locales
(Erlandson. 19l)~ : Stem. 1979): they arc required to assume
a wider range of roles than other principals (Erlandso n.
19(4 ): and. increasi ngly. high turnover rates make it likel y
tha t ma ny of them will be: new 10 thei r jobs (sec e.g .. Wi1­
..on & Heim. 1985 ), Efforts d irected toward the needs of
early ca ree r ad minis trators in rural dis tric ts seem. there­
fore . to be: particularly germane.

xtentorship programs provide one promising approach
to addressing the needs of principal s. especially those new
to the ir job.. (Cohn & Sweeney. 1992: Grover. 1994). AI·
t ho ugh some sta te wide effort s a rc underway . most
men toring program.. for early career principals have been
insti tuted in urban and suburban distri ct:'>. Few systematic
program" for the pro fessional development of rural princi­
pels-c-u-ing either mentoring or other approaches-s-have
been undertaken. Reports from the few pm grdm" tha i have

bee n established te.g.•Flanaga n & Trueblood. 19Mb; Reaves
& Larmer, 19(6) suggest that rural administra tors see m to
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benefit from professional de velopment that is voluntary and
collaborative.

The present study provides findin gs from the evalua­
tion of ihe Southeastern Regional Principal'; Academy. a
professional development initiative for ea rly career princi ­
pal" in rural Ap pal achi an Oh io . It add resses the following
broad research questions:

what approaches 10professional development
do early career principals from rura l di stric ts
find most useful "

what strategi c.. do men tors use to foster the
professiona l growt h of ea rly career principals
from rura l d istricts'?

in whal way..are the self-report,..'d professional
developme nt needs of rura l principa ls differ­
ent fro m tho-,e of principals in other loca les?

Re view of Related Literature

T wo very small bodies of literat ure pro vided insights
relevam to the co nce ption and evaluatio n of the Southeas t­
ern Regional Princi pal s ' Academy. Both bodies of litera­
ture- the litera ture on the professional development o f rural
principa ls and the lite ratu re on mentonng of early career
principal s--primari Iy included descriptions and evaluations
of pro fessional development programs. Little systematic
research has been conducted to explore the nature, quality .
and outcomes of the profe....io nal de velopmen t offered to
(Of requ ired 00 sc hool administrators w ho work in rural
schools ".

Pm! e.u imw l Development of Rural Principals

Descriptio ns and evalua tions of professional develop­
men t pro grams for ru ra l principals focu s on se vera l impor­
tant themes. They po int o ut the Importa nce o f networking
and the valu e o f effo rts that bridge the di stance amo ng iso­
lated schoo l ad ministrators. They also report that ve tun­

tary programs see m to work bette r than mandatory ones.

'An ERIC search to identify cueuoos re'iulting from !he in­
tersecnon of the search terms "rural," "principal,- and "profes­
vional development" identified 54 documents. wh en the search
was then delimited to research studie.. on ly, we found 22 cua­
tions. Of those. I I related 10 school-wi de reform. 6 to teachers'
or general staff needs for pnlf(' ~ ~ i(Jna l develop me nt, 2 10 tech­
nnllllly. 2 til principals' professional development needs. and I
to staff development programs for principals. Because (If the ex­
tremely limited research literature on professional development
fur rural principals, our literature review also presented infonna­
tion fmm evaluation studies and program descriptions.

There seem, how ever . 10 becontradictory opinio ns regard­
ing the benefi ts of school-based in conuasr ro broad-based
initiatives. wi th programs of bot h types reporting benefits.

For rura l principal s. the ability to exchange ideas with
peers (i.e.• "net working") seems to be an e xtre mely impor­
tant fea ture of profession al development initia tives (Co..ta,
1979 ). Network ing il> enabled in some iniuauves through
interdisrrict co llaborations, d istance learn ing tech no lo­
g ies, and summer institutes (Peterson & Kelley. 2( 0 1).
Alas ka ' s Rural School Leadership Netw ork, for instance,
provided opportunities for ru ra l pri ncipals to ge t togethe r
in face -to-face sess ions as well as through various kinds of
te lecomm unication tec hnologies. Accord ing to one partici­
pant. " face-to-face contact with )iour peers has bee n an idea
that o ne could o nly wish for- a friend who know s you and
hal> experienced the sarre situations" (C line as cited in
Hagstrom . 19 87. p. 32).

In Texas , The Effective School s Projec t (ESP) co m­
bined reg ional networking with school-bassc".1 improvement
(Reaves & Larm er. 1996), Teams of principal s and teach­
ers met period ically on the Tarleton State Unive rsi ty cam­
pus and retu rned horne to work on reform initiatives in their
sc hoo ls, Program d irectors saw co llaboration (incl uding
sc hool-university partn ering ), schoo l-base d improvement.
and vo luntary particip atio n as impo rtant co nd itio ns for
ES P's success. An evaluation of the program revealed high
satisfaction by participants . relatively consistent follow­
throu gh with pro gram activities, and tentative evidence of
improved student achievement.

Another program e..pecially designed for rural ed uca­
tors also involved team s of teachers and ad ministrators
(Flanagan & Tru ebl ood . 1986 ). This program was intended
to increa se teache rs' use o f instru ctional inno vation s. im­
prove staff attitudes, and bolster the level o f trust among
teachers and adm inistrators. The evaluation of this program
pro vided some e vidence that the collahorative activities
undertaken by participant s did produce the intended e ffec ts.

W ith few (a nd relative ly unsys tematic) empirical stud­
ies. it is ce rtainly pre mature to make many ge neraliz atio ns
about what migh t cons titute effec tive professional devel­
opment for ru ral principals. Clearly. add itional research is
warranted. Ten tatively. however. voluntary programs that
enable principals to collaborate with peers and thereb y re­
duce professional iso lation seem to have some merit.

C uriously. no st ud ies have examined the ways that
professionaldev elopment programs for rura l principals have
addre..sed specific local c ircumst ances (c f.• Costa. 1979).
Thi s gap in the litera ture is. perh ap... not surpris ing: Re­
form in itiative s tend 10 refl ect state and national age ndas.
Nevertheless. because schoo l leadersh ip is practiced locally,
attention to loc ally re sponsive reform (a nd pro fession al
develop ment to support it) migh t repre sent an importan t
research foc us.
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Meruoring of Early Career Principa ls

A growing body of literat ure recommends mentoring
as a be neficial method of socializ ing prescrvicc as well
as early-career principals (Daresb. 1988; Ehrich. 1994;
Grove r. 1994; Pence. 1989; w esthuize n & Erasmus, 1994).
Mentoring is purported to red uce professional isolation
(Dussa ult. 1995). provide princ ipals with cont inuous feed ­
back (Pence) , and increase the skill levels of ne w princi­
pals (Daresh & Playko, 1992). Mentoring pmgrams differ,
of course. in ter ms of the nature of their sponsorship. the
groups they serve, the types of indiv idua ls recruited as
mentors. and the goals they seck to accomplish (Pence;
Westhuizen & Erasm us).

Despite prescriptive litera ture supporting this approac h.
few studies have examined its effects. Among the few em­
pirical studies was a small-scale eval uat ion of a mentoring
program for suburba n and rural principals in Quebec. The
study used a pretes r-pos uest design to test the program' s
effects on principals' feelings of isolation and on their net­
work building (Dussault. 1995). The program involved six
gmup meetings " in which a tra iner present(ed] theory and
skills. furnisblcd I simulated practice, and provid[ ed] struc­
tured feedback and coac hing" (I'. 6). The researcher found
that the mentoring program reduced principals' fee lings of
professional isolation. It did not , however, improve their
"networking." Neither information nor friendship networks
of partic ipants increased sig nifica ntly as a resu lt of partici­
pation in the program. With o nly 6 months betwee n the
pretest and posucst. however, prin cipals may not have had
sufficient time to develop strong networks.

In partnersh ip with Bank Street College, various New
York City school districts participated in a somewhat more
elaborate program in which new ly ass igned princ ipals re­
ceived support from ret ired princ ipa ls. who served as advi ­
sors, and worked d irectly wi th ex pe rie nced but sti ll
practicing principals, who served as "buddies " (Grover,
19(4). Eval uation of the program involved a survey of all
elementary school principals who part icipated, focus group
interviews with selec ted participants. and some in-depth
interviews. Results showed that most princ ipals found the
program helpful. ind icati ng that they particularly apprec i­
ated what they learned about (a) the school system, (b) ad­
ministration and supervision, and (c) comm unica tion. They
also thought the program reduced the ir sense of isolation
and helped them establish networks.

Two studies of the Illinois Admin istra tor Academy.
with participants who were mid-to-late - rather than early­
career principals , yielded similar findings (As hby, 1993;
Illinois State Board of Ed ucat ion. 1(9 1). In this program,
mentors assisted 100 principals who volunteered to work
on personal improvement plans. Not on ly did participants
report that the act ivities completed under the direct ion of
their mentors reduced thei r iso lation and ex panded thei r

networks. they also cla imed that these activ ities helped them
make sense of the role of instruct ional leader. In particular.
they found that thei r improvement plans assisted them in
esta blishing and cul tiva ting schoo l-wide missions and in
using student achievement data to monitor prog ress toward
school improvement.

As with the empirical literatu re on professional devel­
opment fo r rura l sc hool princi pa ls, the literat ure on
mentoring of early-ca reer principals is too small to offer
clear support for any gene ralizations. Overall, however, the
ex tant studies do suggest that mentoring may increase col­
leg iality among principals, reduci ng their iso latio n and giv­
ing them access to networks of peers and adv isors.

Program Overv iew

The Southeastern Regional Principals' Acade my is part
of a professional development initiati ve for Ohio' s early
career principals. The initiat ive was designed 10 provide
support to newly hired schoolleaders and to prepare them
to complete portfolios based o n Interstate School Leaders
Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) standards. According to the
state-level sponsors of the prog ram. the activities included
in the port folio streng then principals' com petence in in­
structionalleadership by requiring them to atte nd system­
atica lly to data abou t thei r schools.

With funding from the legis lature. the Ohio initiative
provided noncompetitive gran ts to co nsortia of universi ­
ties and other partners that were willing 10 establish pilot
programs. Altogether five regional programs received
grants. Coordinated by facu lty at Ohio Unive rsity with as­
sistance from members of the Coali tion of Rural and Ap­
palachian Schoo ls. the Southeastern Regional Principals'
Academy received funds to serve ear ly career principals in
the primarily rural schoo ls of Southeast Ohio.

For its 1999 -200 1 pilot program. Academy staff re­
cru ited 22 principals from the Appalachian counties of Ohio.
Of these principa ls, 17 worked in schoo ls classified by the
National Center for Education Statis tics as rura l (i.e .,
Johnson codes 6, 7, and 8). Four others wor ked in schoo ls
on the fringe of mid-sized ci ties. and one worked in a mid­
sized ci ty.

Program staff organized participants into study groups
at four sites. At each site. an experienced principal served
as mentor 10 a gro up of two to six entry -level adm inis tra­
tors. Each e ntry-level principal or assistant principal also
selected a coach. upon who m he or she could call for day­
to-day assistance. Three of the study grou ps met at schools,
and one met at a regional campus of Ohio University. These
mee ting places were all located within large towns, each of
which was approximate ly 45 minutes' driving distance from
the homes of part icipa nts. Each study group set its ow n
sched ule but met for a minimum of8 full-day (or 16 half­
day) sess ions. The participants and men tors from the South-
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eastern program a, well as tho-e from the other programs
throughout the state also attended conferences held each
summer in Columbu....

Al though coache.. and statewide conferences provided
some support. the sma ll study gro ups served as the primary
veh icle for pro fe ssio nal develop me nt. Groups had co nsid­
erable latitude in selecting i...sues 10 conside r and in choos­
ing preferred approaches for exploring those i" ..ucs. One
group. fo r example. spent time reading and refl ect ing on
control theory. Another group spent several "Cssions dis­
cussing issue!' related to school law and policy.

The one common feature of the professional develop­
men! undertaken aero..... all gmup' was the aucnuon paid
to the data collec tion. analys is. and interpretation needed
for completion of rhc ISLLC portfolio. Required 10 com­
plete four po rtfo lio components! by the end of the pro­
pram. each participant had an interest in using study group
sessions 10 learn abo ut the portfoli o. Mo reover , prog ram
staff provided a variety of resources d irec tly related to port­
foliodcvclopmcnt. including one-on-coe "tutoring" se..sions,
on -line materials. and text-ba-ed materials. Nevertheless.
the practical problems encountered in the principalship
seemed to participants to be more important than the port­
folio and, as a re..ult. tended 10 take precedence in de ter­
mining the focus of study group disc ussion...

Meth ods

The evaluation use d both qualitative and q uantita tive
methods, and was both formative and summauve in de­
sign. From February :!OOO. when the Principal ..' Academy
activities began. until August :!()OO. evaluation activities
focused on providing formative feedback to program staff
so they could make adjustme nts as needed" These forma­
tive evaluat ion ac tiv ities co nsisted offal documentat ion of
the procedures for selecting mentor principals and recruit­
ing new principals and ass istant principal s into the program .
(b) observatio ns o f study gm ups, and (c) brief study group
questionnaires.

Evaluation d uring the second year foc used on several
measures of overall effectiveness and impact of the pro.
gram. The second-year evaluation also sough t to prnvide the

-Each portfolio compoeeet convicted of a <;,('1 of five vtan­
dard "prompts - to which participants were required to respond.
Altogether there were six components, but participants were re­
quired only to respond 10 four of them. Two components were
required, and two others were optional,The required components
were: "Facililating the Visionof Learning within the Schoo l Com­
mumty" and "Sustaining a Culture Cond ucive to Student learn­
ing ." Participants selected two other components from the
remaining: four: "L'nder<otanding: and Re\plKlding to the Larger
Conte«.- "Collabor.tlin!! ith Familic) and Communuy,- "Sup-
portmg Professional Gro th and Development," and -organiL-
ing RCM'IUrce\ for an Effecthe Learning Environmenl.-

program's state-level staff as well as state policymakers
with information ahollt the usefulness of both meruoring
and portfolios as forms of professional development for
educators who arc new to the administrator rule. Sum mauvc
data were collected arou nd the fo llow ing themes: mentor­
ship, study groups. port folio de velopment , and statew ide
poli cy, Tothe extent possible. q ualitative and quantitative
da ta collec tion instruments and procedures mutually en­
hanced and expanded on these themes in order 10 accu­
rarely reflect the achievements of the program a.. we ll a~

the benefits and issues associated wi th this program's ap­
proach to professional development. Specific da ta collec­
lion me thods arc discussed below.

Slmly Group Qut'.\lionnllirf.'s

During the first 11 mont hs o f the project. brief open­
cnde d questionnai res were sen t to ment or principals. who
were inst ructed to d istrihute them to entry-year principals
for completion at the conclusion of each study group meet­
ing , (A copy of the questionnaire is prov ided in Appendix
A.) Ouesuonnaire items focused on the relevance and ef­
fecuveness of specific activities undertaken during each
vtudy group meeting. Completed questionnai res were
ma iled back to the evaluators fur analysis. The evaluators
analyzed these data at the end of the Academy's first yea r
and provided summary stausucs to program staff

Observations ofS/Ildy Groups

Once meeting schedules were well established. the
evaluators visited three study groups 10 learn about their
structure. the processe.. they used. and the conrem covered
in their meeungs. Three sludy groups. one at each of three
siles, were observed. The evaluators took note..during each
visit and developed a ~urnmary descr ib ing what took place
during the sess ion.

Participant Survevs

The evaluators designed comprehen..ive sun'c)'s and
administered them 10 mentors and participating early ca­
reer principals. The surveys were similar aero..s groups but
abo included items specific to each group, Items focused
on major themes pertaining to the professional develop­
rncnt o f pri ncipals, as det ermined th rough a re view of rel­
evant liter atu re. Several demographic items were includ ed .

Survey items thattargeted mcmor-mcntee rela tionship s
were ada pled from a mentoring sca le constructed by Dreher
and As h ( 199<)J, alt hough these authors' 5-point response
format was converted 10 a -i-point scale ranging from "not
at all" ( I) to "to a large extent" (~). Dreher and A,h':\ scale
wa~ designed to measure the global construct mentoring,
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by focusing on the nine dimensions of men toring described
by Kram (1985).

Survey items pertai ning to specific perceptions of the
Principals' Academ y were constructed in collaboration with
Academy staff and were rated on a -t-poin t sca le ranging
from "stro ngly disagree" (I ) \0 "strong ly agree" (4). In
addition. one se t of items listed I I features of the Acad­
emy and asked respondents to ran" orde r three features they
believed were most cr itical to the Academy' s success. Fi­
nallY. the evaluators incl uded a few ope n-ended questions
inorde rto allow respo ndents an opportunity toe, plain their
reason ing for choosing ce rtain features o f the Academy as
most critica l to ih success.

The mentor survey solicited informatio n about men­
tors overall impression s of the Academy. their perceptions
of the study groups. and thei r relationships with the early
career principals parti cipati ng in the program , In add ition,
the survey asked mentors to rare policy alterna tives based
on the ir expe riences with the Academ y. The partic ipa nt
suoey e licited simi lar information from the early career
principals.

Surveys were mailed to all active parucipar ns and
mentors in February ~OO1. Two wee"'- after the initial mail­
ing, follow- up letter.. were sent to those who had not re­
spondcd. Th is method achieved a re..ponsc rate of I00 1l- of
both early career principals (N= 19) and mentor s (N = 4) .

Focus GrollI' Inte rvie ws with Studv Groups

To obtain add itional information. the evaluators con­
ducted focus group inte rviews with parti cipant" fro m two
of the fou r study group" . Re..ultv o f the participant ..urveys
were shared at the foc us group meetings. and the princi­
pals were asked to cla rify and elaborate uJXm ..urvey find­
ings. Principals were also reque sted to discuss other relevant
mutters concerning the professional de velopment provided
by the Academy, such as the quality of their relationships
with mentors. coache.. and pee rs: the value of study group
discusston..: and the usefulness of the portfolios. Questions
used 10 guide the focu s group intervie ws are provided in
Appendix B.lbc evaluators tape -recorded foc u.. group ses­
siun" and transcribed the resunanr tapes.

Void Anaivsis

The evaluators calc ulated frequencie s for demographic
item" included o n the q uest ionnaires. They also calculated
frequencie s of rc..pon se choices as well as mca ns and stan ­
dard deviat ion:'> for the item.. relating to program features
and policy options . By sequencing the means fro m highest
to 10'"e..1. the~' were able to ascert ain the program feature..
and policy optio n.. that respondents thought were most and
least important.

With regardto the analyses of qualitative data obtained
fro m observations and interviews. the evaluators organized
information by collection method. re..pendent category (i.e..
me ntor or early career princ ipal). and study group. Th en
they looked for salient themes that appeared within and
across these groupings. Because there were few differences
between study groups and because they wante d to assure
res pondents' confidentiality, in mo..t cases the evaluators
combined respon.ses from all study groups. In several cases.
responses from different grou p' were markedly d ifferent.
and the evaluators took note of (and provided commentary'
about) these variations in perspective.

Result ..

Analyses of evaluation data provided information about
respo nde nts. their perception s of the Principals' Academ y,
their ratings of the Academy' s mo..t important features, the ir
assessmen t of the effectiveness of menton. and study groups,
and their view..abou t the relevance of the curricu lum. These
find ings are prese nted below.

Participants

The Southea stern Region al Principals' Academ y at­
tracted 22 early career principals 10 participate in the 2­
yea r pi lo t prog ram and e mp loyed fou r mentors. Mo st
participating principals also selected a local coac h. whom
they consulted info rmally abou t da y-to-day co ncerns. By
the end of the pilot program. o nly J9 parti cipants were ..till
actively participating ,

The mean age of men ton. was -19. with ages ranging
on ly fro m -18 to 50. Three of the four mentors were males.
All mentors were white. and all had attained tbe master's
degree . Mentors ' yea rs in educatio n ranged from 16 to 29 ,
with a mean of 25 years. Only one mentor reported living
in the community in which he o r she worked , and this re­
spo nde nt had lived in the community for 45 years.

The mean age of early pri ncipal part icipants was 42 .5
(SIJ = 6.12), with ages ranging from 31 to 5 1 years. All
participants were white. and approximately -17'1- (N = 9)
were female. ~1(ht had received a master ' s degree (95 '1-),
with on ly one ho lding just the bachelor' s degree. Entry­
year principals had worked a mean of 15.73 (S D = 7.78)
years in ed ucat ion. with a range of I 10 29 years. Slightly
more than hal f (55,6'k ) of respondents repo rted that they
d id not live in the communities in which they worked. For
those who d id live in their schoolcommunities. the range
of years in res ide nce was 3 to 50, with a mean of 27.67 (S D
= 19.84). Most res ponde nts (89.5%) reported that the
schools they served were in rural area ... U..ing Johnson cat ­
egories. however. the evaluators etas..ified 73.7CJ of the
schlxJls as rural.
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Table I
Entry- Yt'or Principal Pan ic/pants ' Overall Perceptions ofthe Southeas tern Rt'l(ional Principals ' Actli.l"my

.. .. ..
A~ a professional development progra m. the Principals' Academy ... .v Agltt· Disagrees Mean SD

provided opportuni ties for netw orking with other first- and
second-year principals and assistant princ ipals in Southeastern Ohio. 19 94 .7 5.3 3.47 .77

has provided professional suppo rt at a conve nient location. 18 88.9 I l. l 3.17 .62

is Il k } closely lied 10 an education agenda established at the sta te level(· · ). 18 72.2 27,8 3.06 .80

pro vided op portunities for networking with principals .....ho have a great
deal of pertinent experience. 19 73.7 26.3 3.00 .75

has staff members who have ass isted me to the extern I needed or
requested assistance. 19 68.4 31.6 3.00 .K!

helped me understand better what it means to be a reflective practitioner. 19 73.7 26.3 2.79 .7 1

has, given me insight into the natu re of my local community. 19 57.9 42. 1 2.74 .87

has staff that respon ds to my needs for ass istance and information quickl y. 19 68.4 3 1.6 2.6M .82

provided opportunities for networking with oth er new administrators in
other areas of the state or elsewhere. 19 66.7 33.3 2.67 .69

has given me opportun ities to collaborate with variou s members of the
educational commu nity . 19 57.9 42.1 2.63 .76

has staff that truly seems to care about hel ping me learn how to complete
my portfolio we ll. 19 63.2 36.8 2.63 .83

d id not provide me with as much informat ion as I needed( **). 19 47.4 52.6 2.58 .84

has taken too much of my time(**). 19 47.4 52.6 2.53 1.02

has helped pre pare me for the numerous ro les I must fill as the pri ncip al!
assistant principal in a small or rur al school. 19 52.6 47.4 2.53 .70

has sta ff that trul y seems to care abo ut helping me become a better
adminis trator. 19 57.9 42.1 2.53 .90

has provided me with few too ls for initiating important school change( · *). 18 50.0 50.0 2.44 .78

has prov ided me with valuable print resources. 19 52.6 47.4 2.42 .84

has held works hops that were well wo rth my time . 19 52.6 47.4 2.42 .69

has given me access to valuable web site resources. 19 42.1 57.9 2.32 .82

<The categories "agree' and "disagree" provided in the lahle include data aggregated from two response options available ttl respon-
dents. Counted in the ruble's category "agree" are all survey responses of "strongly agree" and "agree": counted in the lahk' s category
"'disallrce" art:' all survey revponsesofvstmngty disagree" and disagree."
" Nellalh cl)' worded item
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Participant Puct'ptiotls of the Soumeastem Ohio
PrincipaJs ' Acudenry

Ear ly career prin cip als ' general assesx mentv of the
Academy are presented in Table I . Among the positively
worded items in this sec tion of the particip ant survey, the
item indicatmg that the Academ y provided oppo rtunities
for networking with other first- and second-year principals
and assistant princ ipa ls in Southeast Ohio received the high­
N mean rating from participants ( ,\I = 3.-17, S f) = .77).)

Most respondents (94.7%) agreed or strongly agreed' tha t
the Academy had provided such networking opportun ities.

Participants also tended to agree (73.7%) thar tbe Acad­
emy had provided opportun ities for networking with prin­
cipals who had a gre at deal of pertinent experie nce (M =
3.(Xl, S f) = .75) . In addition, the Academy was report ed by
68.-1% of respondents to have staff members who ass isted
particip ants 10 the extent needed or requested (M = 3.00,
S f) = .82).

In contrast to these positive ratings. respondents were
Ie.... enrbu..iasuc about the degree to which the Academy
provided them access to valuable on-line resources ( ,\I =
2.31. SD = .821; only ~2 . 1 f;f agreed or strongly agreed with
thi.. item. Respondents also held di sparate opinions about
the value of the print resou rces and the workshops pro­
vided by the Acade my (M = 2.42 , S f) = .84 and M = 2.-12,
Sf) =.69, respccnve ty j. Moreover, they tended to belie ve
that the Academy was too close ly tied to a state-level age nda
for educational refo rm (M = 3.06, SD = .8) .

Critical Program Features

One item o n both the participant and mentor sun;eys
requested participants to review a list of II fea tures of the
Southeastern Regional Principal s' Academy and rank the
three features perce ived to be most critica l to the prog ram.
Table 2 prese nts the percentage of the 23 respo ndent s rank­
ing any given featu re anywhere am ong the top three. as
welt as the percentage of those ranking a give n feat ure as
most cri tical. second most cri tica l. or third most critical.

The three fea tures identified by the program' s partici­
pants as most critical were (a) mentors wo rking with small
groups, (h) coaches to help with day-to-day problems, and
(c) inclusion of princi pals and assistant principal... The first

'A ll ralinp were hased on a a-point Liken -type scale in
which 4 represented "strongly agree," 3 represented "agree," 2
represented "dis agree," and I represented "st rongly dis agree."

"'Agree" and "s trongly agree" responses were agg regated
in thetable to sho.... uepercentage of .....spoudems .... 00 generally
agreed with a statement . "Disagree" and "slw ngl)' disagree- re-
spon~ ere a~~re~aled in the <;.arne way. However. .... 1I<n mean
~ cre reponed, the scores .... CTe based on the original 4-
point Likert scale.

two critical features relate to the program' '0 support sys ­
tem. and bo th make reference to the support provided to
novice principals by experienced school leaders.

As shown in Tab le 2. rnentorship was the feature ranked
as most critical to the program ' s effective ness. More than
two third s of respondents ( 69,6~) ranked this feature as
the most important. More than half o f res pondents (60.9%)
ranked the assi..tance of coaches with day-to-day problem s
as among the top three most crit ical fea tures o f the pro­
gram. and near ly hal f (47.8fk) ranked the inc lusion o f both
principals and assistant principals as among the top three.

An item on the su rYey!> also asked participants and
mentors to explain thei r rea ..on.. for ranking the program
features as they d id. Replies to this open ended query did
not result in explanations of rankings per se: rather, respo n­
dents described their reasons for choos ing progmm features
without regard to the rank they gave each. Hence, the fol­
lowing ana lysis presents particip ants' re~JXmses categorized
by program component rather than by rank.

Sixtee n respondents in all reported that rremorship was
among the three program fea tures most critical to the
Academy's success. Nine respondents explained that men­
tors ....rrr a .tmlrce of support otherwise not available to
the m as they undertook their firs t few year.; as school ad ­
minis trators. As one res po nde nt put it, "( II laving a ment or
d uring yea r one and two pro vides [the] opportunity for dis­
cour se about strugg les, decision making practices, and vic­
tories."

Six of these nine also framed the ir co mments abo ut
the usefulness of men tors w ithin the context of the support
provided by the Mudy groups , As one participant explained,

Sew pri ncipals would benefit greatly from a sup­
port group made up of a few new pri nci pals and a
mentor. It provides an opport unity to get advice
on curre nt issues from other profe ssion als. and it
is the perfect time for reflection- reflec tion that
most likely would not occ ur ou tside this group
sett ing. Unfortunatel y, principals do not have
much time for reflection, so being 'f orced" to meet
and reflect on situations and prob lems is very valu­
able.

Three comments abou t the value of mentors addressed
the way in which mentors helped fa alleviate the isolation
many schoo l administra tors confro nt. "Teachers no w have
a men tor/entry year support. Principals need the same sup~

port . When you become a principal. you are 'on your ow n,".
wro te o ne respond ent.

T wo replies were more ge neral. but. no netheless. posi ­
tive : "Mentorship is essential. How better to learn if you
are doing you r job or how to better learn from your job?"
and "lf the program is going to conti nue, the mentors are a
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Table 2
Participant RcmkillKJ ofthe lmpononce of Each Program FeClture

% Ranking ~ Ranking % Ranking
tJ- Ranking Feature as Fea ture as Feature as

Feature in Most Second Mo..t Third !'o tosl
Feature of Program Top 3 Critical Critical Critical

Mentor to work with small group 82.6Cl> 69.6% 8.7% 4.3*

Coaches to help with day-to-day pro blem.. 60.9% 13.0% 34.8% 13.0ll

Indusion of principals and assi ..tam principals 47.SCI 8.7% 26.1% 13.0%

Written materials on portfolio development 3..U tK 8.7% 13% 13.O't-

Statewide summit with all entry-year participants 34.8% 0 8.7% 26.1%

Written materials on schoolleadership 17A Il- 0 13.0% 4.3<K

Written materials on continuous improvement planning 8.7% 4.31} 0 ·U'l

We b site 8.7% 0 0 8.7%

Un iversity expert on school management ..U ,* 0 0 4.3%

Writing coach 0 0 0 0

Lisrserv 0 0 0 0

rea l benefi t." Another re..penden t praised the me ntor­
memee relation-hip. noting, ,,( could not have become as
successful as I have without a men tor . . . ( don' t see mal
type of relationship or learning in some programs: '

Eleven re..pondcms cited the availability of coaches 10
ass ist ne w princi pals with day -to-day problem s as one of
the three feat ures most crucia l to the Acade my's e ffective­
ness . Four of the ..c respondents. however, did nOI elabo­
rate on their reasons. According to two respondents. coaches
offered practical perspectives on me experience of the
principalship. As one put it. "Coaches with help for day­
to-day Iissues) is milch more important than spouting num­
hers. facts. rat io s. etc:' According to two respo ndents.
coaches se rved as valuab le sou rces of informat ion. ideas.
and feedback . In the words of one participant. "A coach to
discus.. problems with would he helpful. It' s nice to hear
someone ebes opinions:' The remaining re..pon-es with
regard 10coaches were idiosyncratic. One reply ..uggested
that the individualized support from a coach was helpfu l:
"Any type of o ne-o n-o ne coaching by ,1Il experienced ad­
ministrato r would he beneficial." Another respondent In­
dicated thai coaches reduced isolation: ..,AI coach would
be very important for principals who are alone in a build -

ing." Intcrc..ting ly. participating principals seemed to rely
on their coaches much more during the first year of me
pilot program than during the second.

Nine re..pondems ind icated that the inclusion of both
principals and a....i..rant principa ls was vital 10 the effec­
tiveness o f the Academy. One respondent argued thur prin­
c ipa ls and assist ant pr incipals nee ded 10 work closely
together , and thus participation of both in rhe Academy
was useful :

Since building principals are often out of [the]
building. assistant pr incipals work ing thro ugh
port folio process allows opport unity for under­
sta nding o f how [it ] all works. The principal/as­
si..tant pri ncipa l shou ld be a close relationship:
therefore to have worked through [tbe] process
would benefit both po..itions.

Another reply simply noted that "assistant principal-,
really need the help too.' A third res pondent fel t it was
import ant to "share prob lem s or concerns in a sma ll group
setting which ..hould include both principals and assistant
principals:'
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Tab le 3
Responsesfrom Entry-Year Principals Evaluating the Mentor-Mentee Relationship
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To the following ex tent, the mentor princi pal with who m you wor ked has Some/Large Exte rn- Mean

shared personal experiences re levant to your work.

conveyed empathy for the concerns and feelings yo u have discussed with him or her.

shared history of his or her career with you.

conveyed fee lings of respect for you as an indiv idual.

served as a role mood .

displaye d atti tudes and va lues similar to you rs.

discussed your concerns about your relation ships with personnel.

encouraged you to talk openly abo ut anxiety and fears that distract you from work.

discussed you r concerns about how to integrate work respo nsibilit ies and fam ily life.

showed you how to be a reflective pract itioner.

discussed with you how external co nditions and po litics at highe r leve ls in educat ion
could affec t the schoo l.

gone out of his o r her way to promote your career interests.

encouraged you to try new ways of behaving on the job.

encouraged you to prepare for advancement.

helped you finish assig nmcmvtasks or meet dead lines that otherwise would have been
difficult to complete.

"Responses were scored on a -r-poim scale ranging from I = Not at all to 4 = To a large extent.
represents the percent of entry-year principals responding with a 3 or a 4 10 each item.

lOOlk 3.89

ioos 3.84

l ()()% 3.84

]()()% 3.74

94.7% 3.74

89.5% 3.58

]()()% 3.58

]()()% 3.53

94.7% 3.26

79.0% 3.1 1

79.0% 3. 11

73.6% 3. 11

79.0% 2.95

79.0% 2.95

57.9% 2.63

The "some/large extent" column

Foc us grou p com ments further supported survey re­
spondents' opinions regarding the essentia l role of a men­
tor for new principals. Several part icipants believed tha t
mcntorship for new princ ipals should be required by the
state: "Require mentors for new adm inis trators. Notice I
didn't say portfolios. The first year yo u're out, you feci
like you arc all alone ... you need the support." Part ici­
pants in focus groups also emphasized the importance of
including both principals and assistant principals in the
program. As with survey res ponses, foc us group responses
revealed participants' strong preference for the features of
the program that emphas ized relationships and pract ica l

guidance and their weak support for the featu res (e.g .. text­
based and web -based materials) that focused on the portfo­
lio task.

Ejfecrivene.u of the Use ofMentors

Program staff chose the 4 mentors from a group of 22
principals, who were recommended by the program's Ad­
viso ry Board . Selection was based on a com parison of
each prin cipal' s qu alifications with the descr iptio n of the
mentor' s role. All were experienced administra tors who
agreed 10 carry o ut the respo nsibil it ie s involved in
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Table -t
Participant Perceptions ofStud.,' Groups

" %
Perc ept ion s of Study Groups N Ag ree Disagree Mean SD

The mentor princip al at the instructional sessions tries to mak e
sure that eve ryone 's op inion s have bee n heard. 19 9-1 .7 5.3 3.63 .76

Other participants in the group have listened to what I ha ve to say . 19 94.7 5.3 3.53 .77

The facilities fOf the instructional sessions ha..'c been adequate. 19 94.7 5.3 3.42 .77

There have been amp le opportunities for questions and
discussion at the instructional sessions. 19 89.5 10.5 3.42 .84

The mentor principal has kepi the instructio nal sessions on task. 19 84.2 15.8 3.26 .87

Bein g involved in the instructional sessions has been valuable to me . 19 84.2·· 10.5" 3.24 .674

The inst ructional eve nts and participant activi ties 3 1 the
instructional sessions have been informati..'c. 19 89.5 10.5 3.11 .74

I have understood the intended purposes of the instruct ional sessions. 19 84.2 15.8 3.00 .75

The materials provided in the instruct ional sess ions wo uld be
usefu l to other beginning principal s. 19 78.9 21.1 2.95 .62

What I have lea rned at the instruc tional sess ions has hel ped me
to develop skills that are re levant to my work . 19 78.9 21.1 2.89 .57

The instructional activi ties and read ings have included ma terial s
and d iscussion about how to be an administra tor in a rural area. 19 78.9 21.1 2Jl9 .74

Th e ma teri als pro vided in the instruct ion al sessions could he
usefu l to all principal s. whet her new or experienced. 19 73.7 26.3 2.79 .54

The ins truc tional act ivities and readings have been well focused
o n how to develop a high quality portfoli o. 19 63.2 36.8 2.63 .83

••An additional 5.3'1- ( N = 1) of re~poT\d(onts provided a rating of 2.5 for this item, although this WlLS nol a response opuon offered on
lhe survey. The responses of 2.5 are nol included in lhe percent agreeldi!iagree columns hut are included in the calculation of the item
mean !oCOfCS.

rncnronng entry -level administra tors tow ard a bcuc r un ­
dersnmding of the role of the reflective practitioner and
toward completion o f a portfolio . The ment ors planned an
age nda for each study group. arra nged for facil ities. and
prev iewed materials prio r to eac h meeting of the group.
During each meeting, the mentors fac ilitated d iscussion of
practicalleadership issues and helped participants ide ntify
methods and material s fo r re spond ing to the portfolio
prompts. Firs t-year observations ofthree of the study groups

indic ated that the ment ors had established posi tive rela­
tionships with their groups. The participants seemed at ease
with the mentors and appeared co mfortable asking for their
ad vice and assistance.

On e section of the surveys for mentors and early ca­
reer princ ipa ls , administered du ring the final 6 mo nths of
the program. included items pe rtai ning to the mentor­
rrenree relationship. Tabl e 3 presents aggregated responses
fro m the new adm inis trators to the items in this section.
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Within the table. the ~~ponse options of "10 some extent"
and " to a large extent" (3 or 4 on the a-point scale) were
collapsed to provide a percentage of respondents agreeing
that the mentor had performed each behavior to some or to
a large extent.

As these da ta indicate, Academy participants tended
to report that mentors performed most of the ta,h listed on
the ,urvey to some extent or to a large extent. All ne w ad­
mini strator partici pants repo rted tha t the ir mentors had
shared personal experiences relative to thei r wor k, conveyed
empathy for the co ncerns and feelings of the new princi ­
pal. shared the history of their careers with rncnrees. con ­
veyed feelings of respect for participants. discussed
participants ' concerns about personnel relationships. and
encouraged participants to discuss anxi etie s and fears that
might distract them from work . By contrast. only 57 .911of
participants reported that their mentors had helped them
finish assignments or meet deadlines that would have oth­
erwise been difficu lt to complete.

Mentors were even more positive than participants in
their assess men t of the extent to which they performed the
various mcmoring tasks . They reported performing all bUI
two of the tasks 10 so me or to a large extent. Three of the
fuur me ntors reported that they had to "some ex tent' or to
a "large extent" gone o ut of thei r way to promote new ad­
ministrators' career Interests. had helped new administra­
tors finish assignments and tasks. and had helped new
adminis trators meet deadlines that otherwise would have
been difficul t to complete.

EjJl'ctil't'nI'SSofStud)' Groups

The study groups appeared to be a usefu l feature of
the Academy. Results ofon-s ite obse ....'atio ns of three study
groups. questionnaires completed by participants at al l sites,
and informa l interviews with mentors indica ted that the
study gmu ps were effect ive in provi d ing d iscussion time
for solving problems that arose in the daily work of the
new principals and for ident ifying and conducting activi­
ties necessary for the completion ofponfolio components.

Participants answered survey items relating to the value
of the study group sessions led by thei r mentor principals.
Table 4 presents a summary of responses to these items.

Mmt respondents (94 .7%) agreed that their mentor
principals tried to a..sure that all participants' opinions were
heard (At = 3.63. SD = .76 ) and that other study group par­
ncipants listened to each other (!of = 3.53, SD = .77 ). Most
(94.7%) also concurred that study group faci lities were
adequate (M = 3..1.2. S f) = .77 ). Many (89.5 %) agreed tha t
there had been ample op portunities for questio ns and dis­
cue-ions during study group sessions (M = 3.42, SI ) = .84 ),
and many (84.2 %) also agreed thai the mentor had kept
instructional sessions on tack (M = 3.26. Sf) = .87). Al-

though the majority of participants (89 .5'l) supported the
statement that instructional events and activities had been
informative. this item received a somewhat lower mean
rating (At = 3.11, SO = .74 ). suggesting that respondents
tended to agree rather than strongly agree with the asser­
tion .

Early career principals were less positive about the
extent to whic h instruct ional activi ties and read ings had
been focu sed on the dev elo pment of high quali ty port fo­
lios . On ly 63.2% of respo ndents agreed tor strong ly agreed)
that this had bee n the case. with a mean item rat ing of2.63
(SV= .IH). Nearly three-quarters (73.7 %), however. agreed
that study group materials cou ld be useful to all principals.
whether experienced or not. The mean rating for this item
was 2.79 (SO = .54) .

Focus group data supported observational and self-re­
port data . The study group of new administrators led by an
experienced mentor appears to have been considered by all
focus group participants to have been the most profession.
ally and emotionally ..uppornve featu re of the program. and
a recom mended strategy for new ad mini..trator support pro­
gra ms ge nerally. Rep resentative quotes fro m foc us grou ps
are included below.

'The cohort concept is excellent. I lo ve the dis­
cuss ions with my peers."

"Meeting together is what 's important. It' s very
important. It's the mo-t important part o f it. It' s
kind of like we all found out the gra,s isn 't any
greener on the other side. The same prob lems tha t
I'm having in my area . he's 15 or 50 miles away,
and we all have the same discip line problems:'

,,' think we found o ut there are lob of things that
you quest ioned in yo ur mind. and we fou nd out
that othe rs were think ing the same thing, and that
these were reasonable thi ngs to discuss:'

Effectiveness ofCO(JChl'.f

Coaches were selected by each participant. and the
amount of advice and a~sj.,tance they provided varied.
Among the factors that influenced this relationship was
whether or not the coac h and early career principal worked
in the same school. In cases in whic h the coach worked in
a d ifferent school than the participati ng principal. the coach
tended to give much less time to his or her role. In part
because the mentors were available and responsive to par­
ticipants, the coach 's role may have bee n less crucia l to
this program tha n it might have been if mentors had bee n
less accessible. In fac t, duri ng Ihe second yea r of the pro­
gram. the re was \'ery little comment by the ea rly career
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Table 5
Project Pa,.,icipanu' Opinions 0" Policy-Related Surrey ttems

Item

The complet ion of a port folio should D.Q1 be required of first-year
admin istrators.

The portfolio-, being developed in this pilot phase will eventually
contribute to increasing the overall competence of principals in Ohio.

% Agree lJ. Disagree

95.7% 4.3'l

]9.1% 60.9 (}

Mean

3.78

l.W

so

.52

.88

administrators about their interact ions with coaches. The
mentor and peer study groups appeared to have become
the main support system for the new adm inistrator s.

Rele vance of Curr iculum to E(jr/y Career Principals

In ge nera l. the curriculum for the study gmup sessions
varied by group because the intere ..ts and experiences of
the mentor and the participants at each site differed some­
what. Require ments of'the ISLLC portfolio provided a com­
mon di ..cu ..... Ion thread acre..... vitev. but even these
discussions took on a particular character at each ... ite. In
fact. the ISLLC port folio co n..muted the offici al cumcu­
tum of the Academy, with d i...cu...... ion topics and print ma­
terials designed to assist part icipa nt ... in producing high
qualit y rexpon...c... to the port folio prompts, The...c promp ts
requ ired participants to gather. analyze. and make sense of
information about their school ... and co mmunitie... The un­
official curriculum . however, consisted of discussions re­
lated to the practical work of the pnncipabbip. Although
Academy staff asked each mentor to use ..tudy group ses­
..ion.. to ..upport won. on the portfolios. most groups seemed
10 devote more attention to the "u nofficial" ruther than the
"o fficial" curric ulum,

Rcspon ..cs to the survey ....uggcstcd that part icipants
were rea..onahly ..atisfied with the co ntent and form at of
the ..tudy groups. Participants. however. found that the study
gnJUp.. were le....helpfu l than they might have been in pre­
senting the skill .. and know ledge needed by principals in
order to develop high quality portfolios. In focu .. group
comments and sun.ey rep lies. participants explained that
they did not want the portfo lio to bethe main focus of ..tudy
grou p meeting.. because there were other pressing issues
abo ut which they needed guidance from the mentors and
discussion with thei r peers. Neve rtheless. they implied that
the quality of the instruction thai had been devoted to port ­
folios cou ld have bee n imp roved.

Nuts and bolts: The unofficiat curriculum, Foc us group
participants Ii ..ted various topics they thought were mo..t
important to the new principals involved in the Academy.
Seve ral respondent ... talked about "core competencies" reo
luted to the on-going respon... ibilities of school leade rs.

According to a numbe r of participants. the curriculum of
the Academy ought to addre....practical i......uc..and the corn­
pcrcncies needed In dea l with them. Pract ical is..ues ofthi~

type did lend In dom inate discu ....ions. de ..pite efforts of
program stall' to get ..tudy groups to pay serious attention
10 the ISLLC port folio .

One principal reported.

Ever)" time .... e gcuogcrncr. there are certain things
that come up. And I know dam well that nl(~1 prin­
cipals. if not all principals, deal with the same
thing ... have the same thoughts. ha ve the same
questions .. . So. ),ou co uld co me up with lite rally
a li..t of is..uc.. to discuss that would be relevant to

every princi pal because we all in some way deal
with legal i....ues. we all deal with di ..cipline is­
sues ... we all deal with personnel is..ucs.

Legal i~ ..ue.. were certainly a major concern of one
...tully group. A.. a participant from that group put it.

One of the things we always end up talk ing abou t
every time we're together is, because it's so nec­
essary. are legal is...uc... And young principals.
because they haven't ex perienced ..orne things . ..
you don't want to be standing in a situation that
cou ld come up at any min ute. and say. 'Oh. well.
excuse me. let me go call someone.' But the laws
change >,(J quickly. and the circum..ranees change
so quickly il would be nice to have someone from
that arena ... and come to speak to each group. or
atlea..1put bulletins out . update ...

Other important issues. according 10some participant ...
concerned personnel: "hiring practices .. . human re..ource
issues." One partic ipant noted that . at the ..tudy group's
first meeting. partic ipants co mpiled a list of tasks they would
be required 10 complete duri ng thei r first year as admin is­
trators. 'The first thing that came ou t was evaluation.... that
we would need help and support on that right away:' reo
ported the interviewee.
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Respondents, also ide ntified other prm..'t ical issues that
were the focus of principals ' concern. for one participant.
special education issues were relevant. According 10 an­
other. "budgeting is another big thing [because] you can
get your foot in a financial mess. rea l quick." Another
thought that learning how 10 coordinate a ",h(Xl I'S scbed­
ule of clao..c~ ....as an important topic.

Thr portfolio requirement: nil' official curriculum.
Despi te participants' lukewarm receptio n of the ISLLC
ponfolic. they were required to complete fou r components
hy the end of the two-year program. The refore . study groups
did spe nd some time attend ing to th i ~ o fficial part o f the
Academ y curricul um. Nevertheless, parti cipant s ' misgiv­
ings abo ut the po rtfolio were refl ected in responses to su r­
vey items related to stale poli cy. T wo itcmv in parti cul ar
focu sed Oil the port folio req uirement (sec Table 5).

Although mento rs and entry-yea r princi pals almost
unanimously agreed tha t portfolios o ught not to he requ ired
loll' first -year udmmistrators. their views about the overall
benefits o f the portfo lios varied. Whereas approxima tely
61lf thought that the co mplet ion o f the ISLLC portfolio
wou ld not contribute to the overall competence of pri nci­
pals. almost -«)Cl thought that it wou ld.

In respon w 10 an open-ended question on the survey.
respondents provided more substantive commentary about
the portfolios. Alt hough the majority of responde nts ( 12
out of 19) reported that the portfolio had not been useful.
their reasons varied. Several respondents offered more than
one reason for questioning the value of the ISLLC portfolio.

Six participants reported that the portfolio took too
much time to complete during an especially busy period in
their profession al lives. According 10 o ne principal. "The
port folio i~ anot her job for indi vid uals who are ex tre mely
busy." Four respo ndent s not ed tha t the port folio was not
highly relevan t to the ir experie nces or 10 the issues they
were con fro nting d uring their first years as ad ministrators.
One respondent wrote.

The portfo lio or the intended purpoo;e of the port­
folio needs to be re-e xamined . Besides the first
component. whic h I do find to he valuable. I see
relatively little re lationship betwee n my current
respon...ibilities a" an assistant principal and w hat
I am req uired to write about for the res r of the
portfolio.

Two respondeno ~imply wrote that the portfolio was not
helpful. One re...pondent argued that the portfolio d iverted
~tudy group aneruion away from important issues: another
commented tha i it was difficult to become "motivated" to
write the re~ponses 10 the portfoli o prompt...

By' contras t. IWO responden ts claimed tha t the reflec­
lion encouraged by bot h the study groups and the ponte-

lios had bee n val uable feat ures o f the Acade my. As o ne
...uch respo ndent phrased h. "This pro!!r.un has caused!
forced me 10address areas I would not have addressed in
my firs! yea r. especially A I Jibe portfolio component called
'Facihtaung the Vision ofLearni ng withi n the School Com­
munuy"]."

focus group comment" supported survey find ings.
Participa nts often reported tha t they .... ere concerned with

practical. "hands-en" issues that the portfolio did not ad­
dress. For instance. one parti cipant comme nted. "They j ust
want u~ 10 raise those rest scores. And that isn't even ad­
dressed in the portfolio . And d isci pline issues. And identi­
fyi ng bullies and depression." Anothe r also expressed
concern abo ut the relc...-ancc of the port folio: "T he portfo­
lio .. . isn't even in the circle of ou r job. If s over the re . and
our job is here." A foc u... gro up partic ipant synthesi zed the
conc erns of the early caree r principals in his study group:
.., gue...s ... our focus is o n the more practical. hands-o n
things." Another part icipan t reneratcd the majori ty view
abo ut wha t the Academy ' s curric ulum o ught to incl ude:
"practical. hand s-o n. ge t-me- thro ugh- the- f r... r-year·so-I­
can-survive stuff."

Rural responsiveness. Because the Academy was ex­
plicitly organized in ways that were thoughr ro be respon­
sive 10 the needs of rural princi pals, progr.t11l staff sought
feedbac k about the extent 10 which participants actually
viewed the program as hel pful in addre ......ing the need.. and
corcems of rural educators. To some deg ree. findings about
the study-group struc ture of the Academy' answered the
questions raised by staff. The evaluators. howe ver. sought
more specific in formation by asking d irect que-nons o f
parti cipan ts .

In part icular, the evalua to rs asked focu s groups. com­
prised of partici pants and mentors from two study groups.
whet her ad ministrators in rural areas confronted d ifferent
issues from thei r pee rs in urban sc hools. and would there­
fore require an Academy curric ulum that specifically ad­
dressed rural conce rns. T he members of one focus gro up
reported that a balance between curr iculum thaI addressed
their part icular ru ral contexts and concerns and curric ulum
that o ffered them add itional perspectiv es from qu ite d if­
ferent locales was important to the success o f the Pri nc i­
pals" Acade my. One interviewee. for in...ranee . noted the
significance o f the study group's atte ntio n to rura l issues:

There are regional Issues .. . Tbere are common
problems that are experienced in our bcoress. And
I th ink probably no matter w here )llU go safety
i"sues are a concern. BUI one of the thi ngs I' ve
noted is that issues that were hOI topics in Ironton
are maybe different topics here. So I think there's
some reg tona lnesv that plays into the process that
would be lost if locale wa sn ' t thought abo ut.
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Another repo rted. "l think that [having study groups with
principals from simi lar locales] is very important because
peop le Imm inner city schools ha..'c very different prob­
lems than people from rural areas ."

Participants in the other focus group did IlOI think thai
locale was especially important. As one new principal ex­
plained. "Whether we're in big schools or little schools.
big areas or little area.... we're still working with kids. we're
working with parents. Kids are kids. parents are parents.
systems are systems. rules are rules." The members of this
study group seemed 10believe thai the socioeconomic sta­
IUS of their communi ties was the more important common­
ality: "What might be a little com mon thing is thai we're
from fairly non-affluent areas."

Furthermore. members of this focus group also co n­
side red the experiences and views of principals from more
urban areas as important to the curriculum of the Acad­
emy. As one principal put it.

I think we spend the bulk of our time within our
region . J think that at least once or twice during
the year lit would be good) to meet with. like, a
larger region. just to get a different perspective on
othe r things going on. Jus t because we're in a ru­
ral situation now doesn't mean we're going to stay
in a rural situation.

Similarly, another participant reported that ideas shared by
urban school principals "may trigge r something in our mind
we might never have thought or:'

These comments suggest that rural responsiveness may
involve more than sim ply using Academy curriculum to
address the special co ncerns of rura l schools. Rural princi­
pals seem to value discussions with pt.ocrs who share the
rural experience but also 10benefi t from discussions with a
wide r group of peers. Professional deve lopment for early
ca reer principals in rural schools might need to involve
opport unities for both kinds of "ne twor king,"

Discussion

Findin gs from this eva luation suggest- tentat ively.
given the small sample size and evaluative nature of the
study-that early career principals in rural Appa lachian
Ohio value professional development options made avai l­
able to them, particularly when activities focus on practi­
cal administrative issues and involve interaction with
mentors and peers . As with other professionaldevelopment
initiat ives (e.g.. Costa. 1979; Peterso n & Kelley, 2(01).
the Southeastern Regional Principals' Academy seems to
have reduced the isolation experienced by administrators
in rura l schools.

Moreover. the reduction in isolation was accom plished
thro ugh the es tablishment of networks-with experienced

"me ntor" principals. with peers from nearby districts. and
with a statewide grou p ofcolleagues (cf., Dussault. 1995).
Contact with profess ionals within these networks appears
to have enabled early career principals to seek practical
advice, reflect on pressing issues. and experience solidar­
ity with peers who faced problems similar to the ones they
were facing . Two features of the Academy seemed to be
especially productive of these support networks: rnemoring
and study groups.

As the prescriptive literature on administrative men­
torshipclaimed would be the case (Daresh & Playko, 1992).
ea rly caree r principals who participa ted in the Academy
appreciated thc support offered by their mentors. Mentors"
support took the form of specific pracuccs. with the most
typical of these being: shari ng person al ex periences rei­
eva nt to the new administrator!" work. conveyi ng empathy
for the conce rns and feelings of the new administrators.
sharing the history of their ow n careers. show ing feelings
of respect for the early caree r administra tors. and servi ng
as role models .

Equally important to the early caree r principals who
participated in the Academy were the study group sessions.
Part icipants seemed to value the structure of study group
meeti ngs. with agendas and activities organized and facili­
tated by their mentors. And they abo appeared to value the
free exchange of ideas among peeN that the study groups
enabled. They additionally appreciated study group discus­
sions that focused on practical problems and seemed to re­
sent the time taken away from such discussions for work
on the ISLLC portfolios.

Study grou ps have abo been found e lsewhere to bean
effective method for supporting new leaders. Abbott.
Goldman . and Golden (200 I), for examp le, found that study
gro ups provided an effective vehicle for providing preser­
vice instruction to aspiring school adm inistra tors. and
Murphy ( 199 1)and Mohr ( 1998) reported on the effective­
ness of this approach with pract icing school adm inistra­
tors,

w hereas menroring and study gro ups were features of
the Academy valued by participants. port folios were not.
Neither part icipants nor men ton> saw the co nnection be­
twee n portfolios and daily administrat ive practice , Further­
more , many participants failed to sec the purpo rted linkage
between the portfolio activi ties and school improvement.
Ev-en among those who did acknowledge the linkage. how­
ever. almost no one thought that the early years ofa princi­
pals' career were appropriately spent considering such
matters. Rather. they expressed the view that early career
principals needed to figure out pract ical management tech­
niques and focus attention on the problems encountered on
a da ily basis .

Such findings raise questions about the pract ical wis­
dom of expecting early career principa ls in rura l schools to
sponsor da ta-driven refo rm initiatives. These princi pals
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appear to need support in learni ng how to manage day-to­
day routines. They hardly seem ready to con front persis ­
tent dilemm as or to envision and enac t mean ingful change.
Reform initiatives, where desirable in rural dis tric ts. migh t
best be undertaken by principals with more ex tensive ex­
perience.

Moreover. the findings also cast do ubts about the re­
ceptivity of rural principa ls 10 professiona l development
curricula ex plicitly foc used on rural schools. Whereas the
principals in the Academy responded pos itively to arrange­
ments that accommoda ted the ir rela tive geographica l iso­
lation, they did not seck out resources speci fically des igned
10help them work in rural schools or with rural communi­
ties. In fact. many d id not seem to believe that rural princi­
pals faced challenges that were very much d ifferent from
those faced by principa ls in other locales .

The Principals' Acade my, like many professional de­
velopment initiatives, origi nated as a statewide program
and positioned itse lf to foster the types of school reform
associated with state-mandate d acco untab ility. Although
they thoug ht the ISLLC port fol io was not especially rel­
evan t and that the Academy was too closely tied 10a state ­
level refo rm age nda, panicipants--carly career princi pals
and mentors-accepted the need to improve test scores in
their schools. By and large . however, they did not believe
that the first years of a princi pal 's career coul d reasonably
be devoted 10 school improvement. From the perspective
of Academy participants. princi pals had too much to learn
about routine school management to undertake instructional
leadership early in their careers.
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Append ix A
Study Group Quest ionnaire

I. Were the purposes of the session made clear?

2. Were tcday's activities worthwh ile in terms of the purpose of the session?

3. Which activity did you find most helpfu l or interest ing? Briefly exp lain why.

4. Which activity did you find least helpful or interesting? Briefly expla in why.

5. Were the facilities conducive to the purposes of the session? lf not, briefly identify any problems with the
facilities.

6. An: you leaving the session with a clear idea about what is expected of you, as a participant in the project,
prior to the next session?

Appendix B
Questions Used in Focus Group Interviews

I. What Academy stalTsupport has been most useful to you during your participat ion in this pilot program?

2. What other staff support would have been helpfu l to you?

3. For future Academ ics, how important is it to you that the study groups arc geogra phically ncar to you?
How important is it to you that other participants in your study group arc from rural areas? For what
reasons?

4. Based on your experience in the Academy, what stra tegies for provid ing general support to new adminis­
trators would you sugges t to policymakers?

5. If portfo lios become mandatory, what strategi es would best support new principals in completing them?

6. Time seems to be a concern for new administrators as they work on the portfolios. What supports would
help new principa ls deal with the amount of time needed to complete the portfolios?

7. What infonnation or support would have berter helped you work on your portfolio?
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