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The Lamar Consolidated Independent School District (LCISD) hires over a dozen 

campus administrators annually.  This has created a repetitive struggle to find internal 

candidates who are effectively prepared to fill these leadership vacancies. Over a 3-year 

period (2015–2016 through 2017–2018), LCISD hired a total of 65 campus 

administrators.  It is the opinion of the researcher and LCISD leadership that the 

qualifications of candidates could be improved by implementing strategies to identify and 

develop future campus administrators from within the system.  The purpose of this study 

was to determine the leadership development strategies utilized by high-performing, fast-

growth public-school districts in Texas to inform and advance a leadership development 

program within LCISD.  The researcher concentrated on a purposive sample of 4 public- 

school districts—including LCISD—that had implemented leadership development 

programs and received an overall academic performance rating of A or B on the Texas 

Accountability Rating System in 2018.  These districts also had student enrollment above 



30,000 and enrollment growth over the previous 5 years of at least 10%, or a net increase 

of 3,500 or more students.  This purposive sample was selected to be uniquely 

representative of LCISD based on performance, enrollment size, and growth 

characteristics.  The researcher used a series of focus group dialogues designed to obtain 

thoughts and perceptions on leadership development programming in a permissive, 

nonthreatening environment.  The focus group dialogues included a total of 20 district-

level administrators from the 4 participant school districts, who each had significant 

experience in designing, implementing, or overseeing leadership development 

programming.  Fifteen final themes emerged from this qualitative study.  These themes 

included: a) principal development programs, b) assistant principal development 

programs, c) diversified development opportunities, d) leader standards, e) stakeholder 

input, f) culture of feedback, g) continuous program development, h) external input, i) 

mentoring and coaching, j) contextual considerations, k) crucial conversations, l) time 

constraints, m) leadership equity, n) candidate quality, and o) employee retention.  

Findings revealed in this research may advise practitioners in high-performing, fast-

growth public-school districts on how to develop and implement effective leadership 

development programs.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction 

 

 

Educators in public-schools will invariably agree that stakes are high, resources 

are limited, and time is short to make an impact on student outcomes (Curtis & City, 

2009; Franklin, 2012).  With a collective focus on testing and achievement, too little 

consideration is given to the most significant resource available to public-school boards 

and administrators—the faculty and staff.  Across Texas, it is common for most public-

school districts to allocate more than 80% of their operating budget for personnel costs 

(Crampton, Wood, & Thompson, 2015).   

If the overwhelming budgetary expenditure is on staffing, then why do public-

school districts not invest more resources and expertise in cultivating comprehensive 

leadership identification, development, and retention programs, especially when one 

considers the positive effects a quality public-school administrator can have on academic 

results?  Leadership development programs aim to strengthen the investment placed on 

staffing and ensure qualified campus administrators are available when the need arises 

(Sanzo, Myran, & Normore, 2012).  Yet, the need to fill numerous leadership positions is 

greatly exacerbated in large public-school districts experiencing rapid growth (Riddick, 

2009).  This qualitative research study investigated the leadership development strategies 

utilized by high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas to inform and 

advance a leadership development program within the researcher’s school district.  This 

introductory chapter contains the following sections: a) context, b) statement of the 

problem, c) purpose of the study, d) significance of the study, e) research questions, 
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f) delimitations and limitations, g) basic assumptions, h) definition of terms, and i) 

organization of the study. 

 

Context 

Findings collected by Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004) have 

emphasized that “leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-

related factors that contribute to what students learn at school” (p. 5).  These authors have 

also identified three essential practices that are consistently implemented by successful 

leaders in both school and non-school organizations: 

1. setting direction,  

2. developing people, and  

3. redesigning the organization.  

Of these three practices, the strategy of developing people is a key lever in the successful 

implementation of large-scale educational reforms (Leithwood et al., 2004).   

Leadership development, as a formal training program, represents a viable 

approach for school districts to build the leadership capacity of their employees and 

potentially reduce the variability of applicants for campus leadership positions.  For 

decades, business and industry have emphasized the importance of talent management 

and succession planning to identify, develop, and place future leaders.  These business 

strategies aim to improve long-term corporate sustainability, but public-schools appear 

more short-sighted, often only focusing on filling the immediate position using available 

individuals (Calareso, 2013; Leithwood & Seashore Louis, 2012; Peters, 2011).  Peters 

(2011) argued that succession planning is “more than just hiring a leader to fill a vacancy 

created when another resigns or leaves.  Changes in leadership often happen within 
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schools and districts.  To minimize instability, districts should require schools to develop 

a plan for leadership succession” (p. 80).  This type of talent management is beneficial 

because uncertainty is often what robs educators of their ability to focus on student 

growth and achievement.  In fact, rapid leadership turnover often signals the end of not 

only existing formal structures for school improvement, but also the gains achieved by 

previously successful leadership (Leithwood & Seashore Louis, 2012).  

Fink and Brayman (2004) insisted that the effects of leadership turnover are like 

“a set of bobbing corks with many schools rising under one set of leaders, only to sink 

under the next.  The cumulative result is that a school’s efforts to sustain ‘deep learning’ 

experiences for all its students are severely limited” (p. 432).  This lack of stability and 

capacity to effect positive change is exponentially more concerning in urban and fast-

growth areas where large school districts experience a high demand for school leaders 

and have an uncertain, uneven supply of administrative candidates (Riddick, 2009). 

One example of such a district is the Lamar Consolidated Independent School 

District (LCISD)—a fast-growth public-school district in a suburban setting near 

Houston, Texas—which had 28 campus administrator vacancies in the 2015–2016 school 

year alone.  The 2017–2018 Texas Academic Performance Report from the Texas 

Education Agency shows LCISD with a student enrollment of 32,051, along with 3,853.1 

total staff members (Texas Academic Performance Report, 2018).  LCISD is consistently 

rated as one of the 10-fastest growing school districts in the state of Texas.  According to 

the demography firm, Population & Survey Analysts (2019), LCISD added 1,317 

students from the 2016–2017 school year to the 2017–2018 school year, which ranked 

sixth out of more than 1,000 Texas school districts in total student gain.  From 2012 to 
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2017, LCISD added 6,011 students which resulted in a 23% change in district enrollment 

(Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  LCISD is representative of several fast-growth 

public-school districts in Texas that face a myriad of personnel challenges associated 

with student enrollment growth.  Moreover, the population and student enrollment 

growth in LCISD is not expected to slow for the foreseeable future.  In 2018, LCISD 

ranked second among public-school districts in the Houston area for the most housing 

starts with 3,136.  This represented a 25% increase in LCISD compared to a 10.4% 

increase across the Houston area.  Additionally, only 30% of the 385 square miles that 

comprise LCISD are built out, and projections show 42,291 new single-family homes and 

23,375 new students over the next decade alone (Population & Survey Analysts, 2019). 

In 2017, LCISD began preparing for this growth through the design and partial 

implementation of a comprehensive leadership development program to improve the 

capacity and preparedness among its employees, specifically aspiring and sitting campus 

administrators.  Areas of focus for this program include the identification of future 

leaders, the development of future leaders, the placement of leaders, and the support of 

leaders.  The researcher for the current study is a member of the LCISD leadership 

development team, and the intent of this study is to support LCISD in its efforts to 

identify and cultivate quality school leaders.  In 2019, the Board of Trustees adopted a 

strategic plan that reaffirmed leadership development as a critical driver necessary to 

meet the staffing demands caused by rapid growth in LCISD (LCISD, 2019). 
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Statement of the Problem 

LCISD is currently hiring over a dozen campus administrators annually.  This 

situation creates a repetitive struggle to find internal candidates who are effectively 

prepared to fill these leadership vacancies.  Over a 3-year period (2015–2016 through 

2017–2018), LCISD has hired a total of 65 campus administrators as shown in Table 1.1.  

It is the opinion of the researcher and LCISD leadership (LCISD, 2019) that the 

qualifications of candidates could be improved by implementing strategies to identify and 

develop future campus administrators from within the system.  It is likely that LCISD has 

historically lacked an adequate number of qualified applicants because it does not have a 

sustainable identification process or a fully formed talent pool and pipeline to address all 

of its immediate and future campus leadership needs.  

 

Table 1.1 

 

LCISD Campus Administrator Hires by Year 

 

Year Position External Internal Total 

2015–2016                          Assistant Principal  

Principal 

7                                                                                                     

1 

12                  

8 

19                                   

9 

 

2016–2017  

 

Assistant Principal  

Principal 

7                                                                                                                                                            

3 

10                     

4 

17                                

7 

 

2017–2018  Assistant Principal  

Principal 

5                                                                                                                                                           

0 

6                        

2 

11                               

2 

 

 

 

Total 

 

23 

 

42 

 

65 

Note.  Adapted from LCISD Human Resources Data [Data file], by Lamar Consolidated 

Independent School District Human Resources, 2019.  

 

 

The LCISD campus administrator hiring trends over a 3-year period are outlined 

in Table 1.1.  During this 3-year period, LCISD hired 42 campus administrators from 
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inside of the system and 23 campus administrators from outside of the system.  In all, 

LCISD was operating 40 schools—not including special sites—by the 2017–2018 school 

year (Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  Thus, the total number of campus leadership 

hires surpassed the existing number of schools by more than two dozen.  The District 

must perpetually fill these positions, but a more formalized strategy or process may yield 

more qualified candidates. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine the leadership development strategies 

utilized by high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas to inform and 

advance a leadership development program within the researcher’s school district: 

LCISD.  The researcher concentrated on a purposive sample of four public-school 

districts—including LCISD—that have implemented leadership development programs 

and received an overall rating of “A” or “B” from the Texas Education Agency (TEA) in 

2018, with student enrollment above 30,000 and enrollment growth over the last 5 years 

of at least 10% or a net increase of 3,500 or more students (Fast Growth School 

Coalition, 2019; Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  This purposive sample was 

selected to be uniquely representative of LCISD, based on performance, enrollment size, 

and growth characteristics.  Despite the reduced generalizability of study findings using 

this approach, the results of this study may still be applied to similar contexts.  This 

research may advise practitioners in fast-growth public-school districts on how to design, 

develop, and implement effective leadership development programs.   
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Significance of the Study 

The National Center for Education Statistics states that public-school enrollment 

in the United States has been on the rise for decades, and according to Hussar and Bailey 

(2017) these trends will only continue: 

Total public and private elementary and secondary school enrollment was 55 

million in fall 2013, representing a 4 percent increase since fall 2000.  Between 

fall 2013, the last year of actual public-school data, and fall 2025, a further 

increase of 2 percent is expected.  Public-school enrollment is projected to be 

higher in 2025 than in 2013 while private-school enrollment is projected to be 

lower. (p. 3) 

 

This is a major concern in Texas as the public-school enrollment is projected to be at 

least 5% higher in 2025 as compared to 2013 (Hussar & Bailey, 2017).  Findings from 

the Fast Growth School Coalition (2018) also revealed that the total public-school 

population in Texas grew at a rate between 1.5% and 2.0% annually from 2007 to 2017.  

This outpaced U.S. growth, which has hovered between 0.7% and 1.0% over the same 

period.  The recent growth in Texas has also gravitated to more urban and suburban areas 

where fast-growth school districts enrolled 33.4% of all students statewide—and 78.5% 

of all new students during the 2015–2016 school year (Fast Growth School Coalition, 

2018). 

Fast-growth public-school districts must take proactive steps to ensure the 

availability of effective and well-prepared campus administrators.  Hardie (2015) stated 

that “all school divisions are facing the burgeoning challenge of having enough leaders 

capable of providing effective instructional leadership.  Succession planning, which 

includes shared leadership and alignment of school policies and practices, can help to 

successfully meet this challenge” (p. 9).  McClellan and Casey (2015) further contended 

that “one potential resolution to this challenge is to recognize that a number of principals 
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begin their careers as assistant principals, and if these numbers hold true, schools should 

be able to draw from this experienced pool of assistant principals to fill vacancies” (p. 

720).  However, the literature on effective principal and assistant principal development 

strategies remains relatively scarce.  

Although there is an overabundance of evidence outlining the effects and 

significance of school leadership, Grissom and Harrington (2010) reported most of the 

professional development research has focused on teachers rather than principals:  

 

While a relatively large amount of literature has been devoted to understanding 

the importance of teacher professional development (e.g., Boyle et al. 2004; 

Darling-Hammond 1995, 1999; Garet et al. 2001; Little 1993; Supovitz and 

Turner 2000), few studies have analyzed the importance of professional 

development for school principals.  This discrepancy is unsurprising given the 

overwhelming evidence of the profound role teachers play in influencing student 

achievement (Darling-Hammond 1999; Rivkin et al. 2005; Rockoff 2004).  

Indeed, while the National Staff Development Council reports that teacher 

professional development is provided at a three-to-one ratio compared to principal 

professional development (Caldwell 1986), even a cursory review of the literature 

reveals that the difference in research attention paid to the two areas is many 

times larger. (p. 583) 

 

Furthermore, a 2017 Gallup survey of K–12 school district superintendents found 

that 43% of superintendents believe the quantity of new principal candidates is 

decreasing, while just 13% said the quality of new principal candidates is increasing 

(Gallup, 2017).  This perception among superintendents regarding the lack of quality of 

principal candidates, coupled with the limited available research on leadership 

development, is troubling in all contexts, but even more so among fast-growth public-

school districts.  If the leadership development strategies of high-performing, fast-growth 

public-school districts can yield a pool of quality applicants, then it may be possible to 

stabilize the increasing number of campus leadership openings found in similar settings.  

The current study of high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts will attempt to 



9 

 

identify any effective, and replicable leadership development practices for immediate and 

future use within LCISD.      

 

Research Questions 

The research questions of this study were: 

1. What are the leadership development strategies and structures utilized by 

high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify 

and develop campus administrators from within the system? 

2. What is the most important leadership development strategy applied by high-

performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and 

develop campus administrators from within the system? 

3. What are the suggestions to improve the leadership development strategies 

and structures used by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school 

districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators from within 

the system? 

4. What are the perceived challenges of implementing the leadership 

development strategies and structures employed by high-performing, fast-

growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and develop campus 

administrators from within the system? 

5. What are the perceived benefits of implementing the leadership development 

strategies and structures promoted by high-performing, fast-growth Texas 

public-school districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators 

from within the system? 
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Delimitations and Limitations 

This study was delimited to a purposive sample of four high-performing, fast-

growth public-school districts in Texas—including LCISD—that have implemented 

leadership development programs and received an overall accountability rating of “A” or 

“B” from the TEA in 2018, with student enrollment above 30,000 and enrollment growth 

over the last 5 years of at least 10% or a net increase of 3,500 or more students (Fast 

Growth School Coalition, 2019; Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  This purposive 

sample was selected to be uniquely representative of LCISD, based on performance, 

enrollment size, and growth characteristics.  According to Mulvihill and Swaminathan 

(2017), purposive sampling is a complex process that is used in qualitative research and 

involves shrewd decision making:  

Criteria for determining who should participate in a study is usually part of the 

sampling process.  Sampling in qualitative research is typically focused on small 

sampling sizes, in contrast with quantitative sampling.  The argument for a small 

sample in qualitative research is to allow for depth in the study.  In qualitative 

research, sampling is done purposefully so that information-rich samples are 

selected that illuminate the issue or question that the researcher is trying to 

understand. (p. 38) 

 

Although the small sample size could be considered a limitation, the researcher did not 

attempt to generalize results from the fast-growth public-school districts that participated 

in the study as representative of their entire region, or of all fast-growth public-school 

districts in Texas.  Despite the reduced generalizability of this approach, the findings of 

this study may still be applied to similar contexts.  The researcher used qualitative 

methods to collect data and to ensure there was an in-depth look at what the four sampled 

public-school districts perceived to be effective leadership development strategies. 
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Basic Assumptions 

The findings of this study were based upon the following assumptions: a) the 

participants of this study were employed as central office administrators in high-

performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas with experience in designing, 

implementing, or overseeing leadership development programming; b) the participants of 

this study understood the interview questions and responded candidly and honestly; c) the 

researcher was impartial in the analysis of the data; d) the data collected will only reflect 

the beliefs and perceptions of the participants; and e) no generalizations are applied 

beyond the scope of this study. 

 

Definition of Terms 

Several operational definitions were used throughout this study, and are defined 

as follows:  

• Campus administrator: A principal or assistant principal.  A person 

responsible for all aspects of student success, operations, and culture in the 

daily management of a public-school. 

• Texas Education Agency (TEA): The state agency, under the leadership of the 

Commissioner of Education, that controls oversight for primary and secondary 

public education (Texas Education Agency, 2019).   

• A–F accountability: House Bill 22 set up three domains for measuring the 

academic performance of districts and campuses: Student Achievement, 

School Progress, and Closing the Gaps.  Each year, public-school districts will 

receive a rating of A, B, C, D, or F for overall performance, as well as for 

performance in each domain (Texas Education Agency, 2019).   
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• High-performing school district: School districts receiving an overall 

accountability rating of “A” or “B” from the TEA in 2018. 

• Fast-growth school district: To be identified as a fast-growth school district, 

the following criteria must be met: Enrollment of at least 2,500 students 

during the previous school year; and enrollment growth over the last 5 years 

of at least 10%; or a net increase of 3,500 or more students (Fast Growth 

School Coalition, 2019). 

• Leadership development programming: The comprehensive scope of 

strategies and structures used to identify and develop future campus 

administrators from within the system. 

• Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS): A data 

analysis software program that can take qualitative data analysis much further 

than is possible compared to conducting the analysis manually.  These 

software programs can efficiently compare categories and codes in a relatively 

short amount of time (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2011). 

• NVivo: A CAQDAS produced by QSR International that is designed for 

qualitative researchers working with text-based and multimedia information, 

where complex analysis on small or large volumes of data are needed.  It is 

the most used qualitative and mixed-methods data analysis software tool by 

academics and professional researchers globally. 
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Organization of the Study 

This research study is comprised of five chapters.  Chapter One introduces the 

problem, purpose, goals, and significance of this qualitative study, as well as the basic 

assumptions, delimitations, limitations, and definition of terms.  Chapter Two is a review 

of the related literature, which concentrates on campus administrator impact, campus 

administrator shortage, enrollment trends, leadership development, and campus 

administrator preparation programs.  Chapter Three outlines the methodology used to 

conduct the research study.  Chapter Four presents the findings from the four high-

performing, fast-growth public-school districts.  Chapter Five includes a summary, 

conclusions, implications, and recommendations for further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

 

Literature Review 

 

This chapter examines the extant literature surrounding campus administration 

and leadership development in K–12 education, which provided the basis for this 

qualitative research study.  The purpose of this study was to determine the leadership 

development strategies employed by high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts 

in Texas to inform and advance a leadership development program within the 

researcher’s school district, LCISD.  The literature review includes the following 

sections: a) campus administrator impact, b) campus administrator shortage, c) 

enrollment trends, d) leadership development, e) campus administrator preparation 

programs, and f) summary.   

 

Campus Administrator Impact 

There is a significant amount of literature addressing the importance, influence, 

and impact of public-school administrators in relation to student achievement.  Research 

collected by Waters and Cameron (2005) has verified “a statistically significant 

correlation between school-level leadership and student achievement of .25, which 

translates to a one standard deviation increase in principal leadership behavior 

corresponding with a 10-percentile point difference in student achievement on a norm 

referenced test” (p. 3).  This research reinforces a preceding study by Waters, Marzano, 

and McNulty (2003) that examined the effects of leadership on student achievement 

through a systematic meta-analysis of over 5,000 studies since the early 1970s.  In several
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of the studies, Waters et al. (2003) found “an effect size for leadership and achievement 

of .50.  This translates mathematically into a one standard deviation difference in 

demonstrated leadership ability being associated with as much as a 19-percentile point 

increase in student achievement” (p. 5).  These results represent a sizeable increase over 

the 10-percentile point increase other researchers often reference (Waters et al., 2003; 

Waters & Cameron, 2005).   

Studies by Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004) contended that 

“leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that 

contribute to what students learn at school” (p. 5).  Further, research by Leithwood, 

Harris, and Hopkins (2008) asserted, “there is not a single documented case of a school 

turning around its pupil achievement trajectory in the absence of talented leadership” (p. 

29).  The research of these authors aligns with that of Waters and Cameron (2005) who 

showed that the total (direct and indirect) effects of leadership on student learning 

account for about a quarter of total school effects (Leithwood et al., 2004; Leithwood et 

al., 2008; Waters et al., 2005).  Waters et al. (2003) also concluded that there are two 

primary variables that determine the positive or negative impact of leadership on student 

achievement.  The first variable is focusing on the correct practice that will lead to a 

positive impact on student achievement and the second is whether leaders understand the 

magnitude or "order" of change they are leading and adjust their leadership practices 

appropriately (Waters et al., 2003; Waters & Cameron, 2005). 

These findings rebuke doubts about the significance of leadership on student 

achievement and align with newfound interest in school leadership research in America 

and across the globe.  According to Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe (2008) “there is 
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unprecedented international interest in the question of how educational leaders influence 

a range of student outcomes” (p. 636).  For example, in the early 2000s there was 

renewed interest in the effects of leadership on student outcomes, which resulted in 

numerous reviews of the empirical research (Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 

2005; Robinson et al., 2008).  This steady examination of campus-level school leadership 

has continued since the turn of the 21st century and offers added resources and diverse 

contexts for both researchers and practitioners to explore.   

A primary point of discussion among researchers has been whether the school 

principal’s impact on student achievement is direct or indirect.  To shed light on this 

issue, Karadag, Bektas, Cogaltay, and Yalcın (2014) performed a meta-analysis of 

different leadership styles and the relationship between leadership and student 

achievement.  The meta-analysis combined 57 independent research articles/dissertations 

including a total of 28,964 study subjects in the sample group.  According to Karadag et 

al. (2014) “the results revealed that educational leadership had a medium-level positive 

effect on student achievement.  When educational leadership studies were examined, it 

was found that leadership is associated with student achievement” (p. 86).  These results 

were found to apply to both direct and indirect effects of leadership, and verify the 

general positive effect of instructional leadership on student achievement as supported by 

the literature.  In addition, distributive and transformational leadership styles were shown 

to have a comprehensive positive effect (Karadag et al., 2014).  

Multiple studies align with these findings.  For example, in a synthesis of 800 

meta-analyses relating to achievement, Hattie (2009) reported there are at least two major 

forms of principal leadership: instructional leadership and transformational leadership:  
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Instructional leadership refers to those principals who have their major focus on 

creating a learning environment free of disruption, a system of clear teaching 

objectives, and high teacher expectations for teachers and students.  

Transformational leadership refers to those principals who engage with their 

teaching staff in ways that inspire them to new levels of energy, commitment, and 

moral purpose such as they work collaboratively to overcome challenges and 

reach ambitious goals. (p. 83)  

 

The literature supports instructional leadership over transformational leadership in terms 

of the effects on student outcomes (Hattie, 2009; Marzano et al., 2005).  However, Hattie 

(2009) also referenced Robinson et al. (2008) who argued transformational leadership 

theory can be used as a mechanism to focus principal influence on teaching and learning 

to help increase their influence on student outcomes.  

Hallinger’s (2010) review of 40 years of empirical research on school leadership 

further articulated the positive impact that school leaders can have on student 

achievement through learning-focused visioning and goals.  The author explained how 

principals play a critical role in sustaining a focus on learning in the school.  This finding 

is supported by research on successful implementation of school-based management as 

well as school improvement, and applies even in contexts where there is strong 

collaborative leadership (Hallinger, 2010).  Hallinger (2010) posited that over the years, 

considerable progress has been made in identifying the means by which leadership 

impacts learning.  As a part of his research, Hallinger (2010) also referenced a meta-

analysis conducted by Robinson et al. (2008) who elaborated on leadership types and the 

importance of how leaders engage with teacher learning: 

The leadership dimension that is most strongly associated with positive student 

outcomes is that of promoting and participating in teacher learning and 

development.  Because the agenda for teacher professional learning is endless, 

goal setting should play an important part in determining the teacher learning 

agenda.  Leaders’ involvement in teacher learning provides them with a deep 

understanding of the conditions required to enable staff to make and sustain the 
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changes required for improved outcomes.  It is the responsibility of leaders at all 

levels of the system to create those conditions. (p. 34)  

 

All of these findings build upon a previous empirical research review by Hallinger and 

Heck (1996) that found a principal’s impact on the improvement of student learning may 

remain substantial even if it is not direct.  As stated by Hallinger and Heck (1996), “a 

finding that principal effects are mediated by other in-school variables does nothing 

whatsoever to diminish the principal’s importance.  Understanding the routes by which 

principals can improve school outcomes through working with others is itself a worthy 

goal for research” (p. 39). 

The literature may emphasize the centrality of a principal to know and understand 

teaching and learning, but there are other factors that can support student outcomes.  

According to Björk, Lindle, and Van Meter (1999) “a case can be made that the technical 

level when applied to schools is much more complex than just teaching and learning, 

involving a wider range of human interactions that contribute to a continuous functioning 

of the school as an organization” (p. 660).  Conversely, transformational leadership is a 

necessary but insufficient condition for instructional leadership.  Marks and Printy (2003) 

noted, “when transformational and shared instructional leadership coexist in an integrated 

form of leadership, the influence on school performance, measured by the quality of its 

pedagogy and the achievement of its students, is substantial” (p. 370). 

Day, Sammons, Leithwood, Hopkins, Harris, Gu, and Brown (2010) further 

connected how principal behaviors can reinforce instructional initiatives.  The authors 

investigated a nationwide sample of schools that showed at least 3 consecutive years of 

improved student learning under the same leadership.  The research included a literature 

review, surveys completed by principals and stakeholders, along with 20 case studies of 
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elementary and secondary schools over a 2-year period.  These researchers found that 

successful leaders improve student outcomes through “who they are—their values, 

virtues, dispositions, attributes and competences—as well as what they do in terms of the 

strategies they select and the ways in which they adapt their leadership practices to their 

unique context” (p. 2).  This analysis offers expanded support for connecting patterns of 

leadership behavior to successful school improvement across different contexts (Day et 

al., 2010). 

A synthesis of the literature by Leithwood et al. (2008) offered a synopsis of the 

empirical evidence that supports seven strong claims of successful school leadership.  

These claims are as follows: 

1. School leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influence on 

pupil learning; 

2. Almost all successful leaders draw on the same repertoire of basic leadership 

practices; 

3. The ways in which leaders apply these basic leadership practices—not the 

practices themselves—demonstrate responsiveness to, rather than dictation by, 

the contexts in which they work; 

4. School leaders improve teaching and learning indirectly and most powerfully 

through their influence on staff motivation, commitment and working 

conditions; 

5. School leadership has a greater influence on schools and students when it is 

widely distributed; 

6. Some patterns of distribution are more effective than others; and  
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7. A small handful of personal traits explains a high proportion of the variation 

in leadership effectiveness (p. 3). 

Every school reform effort aims to improve student outcomes, but there are 

several distinct approaches in how to go about it.  Leithwood et al. (2004) believe that 

despite the assorted options, “they all depend for their success on the motivations and 

capacities of local leadership.  The chance of any reform improving student learning is 

remote unless district and school leaders agree with its purposes and appreciate what is 

required to make it work” (p. 4).  Therefore, effective leadership is necessary and efforts 

to improve it are warranted.  However, finding the right leader remains a constant 

struggle for public-schools and public-school systems all across the country.  

 

Campus Administrator Shortage 

Since 2009, the U.S. Department of Labor has reported strong employment 

opportunities for campus-level education leaders.  However, the scarcity of people 

willing to step into public-school administration is considerable (McClellan & Casey, 

2015; Papa & Baxter, 2005).  The National Association of Secondary School Principals 

(2017), which monitors principal shortage trends to improve recruitment efforts at the 

federal, state, and local level, argued: 

According to the Institute for Education Statistics, one in five principals working 

in schools in the 2011–12 school year left their school by the 2012–13 school 

year.  Additional research shows that one out of every two principals is not 

retained beyond their third year of leading a school.  School leaders who are 

retiring, transferring schools, or pursuing new opportunities within the education 

sector are not being replaced by enough qualified candidates.  As a result, many 

school districts across the country report principal vacancies and a serious lack of 

qualified applicants to replace them. (p. 1) 
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The lack of qualified candidates is a major concern when examining the national 

instability among sitting principals—many of whom are included in the Boomer 

Generation (i.e., individuals born between 1946 and 1963).  These individuals are 

approaching or entering retirement, and as a result, public-schools across the country are 

facing a high turnover of campus administrators (Hardie, 2015; Papa & Baxter, 2005; 

Stone-Johnson, 2012).  Regardless of context, this is alarming because practical 

replacement options are not always available.  

According to Papa and Baxter (2005), “some practitioners suggest that the baby 

boomers have effectively clogged the pipeline leading to school leadership positions, thus 

impeding the advancement of younger, certified individuals” (p. 217).  Therefore, 

younger educators are denied opportunities to gain valuable leadership experience, which 

results in a lack of interest and preparation (Hardie, 2015; Papa & Baxter, 2005).  As the 

Boomer generation continues to retire, the need for qualified public-school leaders 

intensifies each year.  Stone-Johnson (2012) believed this problem “is one of both 

leadership and preparation, and it must be addressed to ensure that today’s midcareer 

teachers can stay happy in their present roles but also that some can progress in a 

productive way to leadership” (p. 620).  Without a legitimate pool of candidates, ill-

prepared applicants will become less than effective leaders.  

However, there are many other factors affecting the nationwide development and 

availability of qualified campus administrator candidates.  For example, the social, 

cultural, and political challenges facing our schools are multifaceted.  According to 

Levine (2005) “principals have the job not only of managing our schools, but also of 

leading them through an era of profound social change that has required fundamental 
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rethinking of what schools do and how they do it.” (p. 5).  The Institute for Educational 

Leadership (2000) further articulated how the role of the principal has evolved over time: 

Being an effective building manager used to be good enough.  For the past 

century, principals mostly were expected to comply with district-level edicts, 

address personnel issues, order supplies, balance program budgets, keep hallways 

and playgrounds safe, put out fires that threatened tranquil public relations, and 

make sure that busing and meal services were operating smoothly.  And principals 

still need to do all those things.  But now they must do more. (p. 2) 

 

In addition, Zepeda, Bengtson, and Parylo (2012) suggested that “the principalship today 

is perceived as a less desirable job with applicants becoming much more selective in 

where they are willing to work” (p. 139).  Another contributing factor to applicant 

indifference may be the way public-school leaders describe their role using combustion 

metaphors.  According to Weick (1996) when campus administrators describe a typical 

day at work, “they talk about taking the heat, putting out brush fires, getting burned by 

decisions, stopping rumors that spread like wildfire, looking for fire where they spot 

smoke, facing explosive situations, and watching the fireworks at board meetings” (p. 

565).  On top of the demands of the job, a pervasive climate of negativity will not renew 

any interest in public-school leadership positions.  

Moreover, the mounting pressures associated with high stakes testing and 

accountability offer an additional deterrent for anyone interested in pursuing school 

leadership positions.  Kafka (2009) asserted that “as principals are asked to compete for 

students, parents, and community support, and risk losing students (and thus funding) if 

their test scores do not improve, principals’ individual importance in the success or 

failure of a school has seemingly increased” (p. 329).  Recent studies also demonstrate 

that performance-based accountability sanctions, such as the federal No Child Left 

Behind Act are positively associated with principals’ job stress, turnover rates, and 
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transfer rates (Kafka, 2009; Mitani, 2018).  According to Miller (2013) “about 20% of 

public-school principals in the United States leave their positions each year and most 

schools are led by principals with fewer than ten years of tenure.” (p. 71).  Considering 

the research articulating the positive impacts of effective principals, it is important to 

consider how widespread changes in school leadership affect students. 

It is also necessary to understand the inherent difference between the number of 

people who have the credentials to be a campus administrator versus the number of 

people who are considered to be qualified to hold such positions.  Some believe the 

perceptions of a ‘shortage’ are driven by the demands for a new and different kind of 

school principal.  According to Roza (2003) “the purported ‘shortage’ is a matter of 

definition.  There are plenty of ‘certified’ applicants, but there seems to be a dearth of 

candidates with high-level leadership skills” (p. 7).  In Roza’s 2003 study with the Center 

on Reinventing Public Education, it was found that many superintendents struggled to 

find quality schools principals:  

Only 29% of human resource directors felt there was an “acute” or “significant” 

shortage of principals.  Among superintendents, however, fully 82% agree that 

finding principals is a “major” or a “moderate” problem.  These diverse views 

seem to reflect that larger disconnect between what superintendents want from 

new hires and the criteria human resource offices use to recruit and screen 

candidates. (p. 40)  

 

Over a decade later, similar perceptions and feelings prevail.  The results of a 2017 

Gallup survey of K–12 school district superintendents demonstrated that 43% of 

superintendents believe the quantity of new principal candidates is decreasing, while just 

13% said the quality of new principal candidates is increasing (Gallup, 2017).  This belief 

among superintendents regarding the lack of quality of principal candidates, combined 
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with the limited existing research in this area is troubling in all settings, but especially 

among fast-growth public-school districts.  

Roza (2003) saw that clear patterns exist nationwide, such as high growth regions 

reporting both shortages and greater declines in the number of qualified campus 

administrator applicants versus older and more settled regions. Moreover, Roza (2003) 

found that although the negative views of principal quality were widespread, any solution 

would undoubtedly be localized: 

Real declines in applicant pools are district- and even school-specific.  They are 

also more pronounced at the secondary level than in elementary schools.  For 

many districts, difficulties in hiring are driven more by demands for a new and 

different kind of school principal.  This situation implies that policy responses to 

the “shortage” should not be universal nostrums, uniform efforts to increase the 

supply of candidates.  Instead, policies carefully tailored to the nature of the 

problem and how it plays itself out in different kinds of districts offer much more 

promise of success. (p. 18) 

 

According to Pounder, Galvin, and Shepherd (2003) “school districts that complain of 

inadequate administrator candidate quality often have difficulty articulating exactly what 

is lacking in the existing candidate pool” (p. 136).  If this true, a prudent strategy would 

be to clearly articulate what exactly is needed and desired in the position.  Clarifying the 

specific expectations, traits, and desired behaviors for sitting or future campus 

administrators will help set a baseline to guide next steps. 

According to Vogel and Weiler (2014) the responsibility for developing effective 

educational leaders is shared by “state policy makers, who are entrusted with developing 

meaningful state license requirements, universities that are charged with offering current 

curriculum that emphasizes the requisite skills and knowledge, and school districts that 

must continue the development of newly licensed principals once hired” (p. 332).  Yet 

there are clear challenges within this model (Young, Fuller, Brewer, Carpenter, & 
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Mansfield, 2007).  Over a 4-year period, Levine (2005) researched 28 universities and 

departments of education.  These institutions of higher education were all chosen to 

represent the diversity of the nation’s education schools by region, control, religion, race, 

gender, and Carnegie type.  Levine concluded, “the majority of programs range from 

inadequate to appalling, even at some of the country’s leading universities” (p. 23).  

Levine’s (2005) research found that university programs included irrelevant curriculum 

and low admissions and graduation standards, along with a general disconnect to the 

work of practitioners. 

Another opportunity for misalignment and variance in this three-tiered structure 

occurs at the district level.  The Institute for Educational Leadership (2000) points to 

teacher leaders and assistant principals as viable candidates for campus administrator 

openings, but finds that only 27% of school districts nationwide have an internal program 

to recruit or prepare aspiring principals.  A recurring theory is that school districts do not 

have to recruit externally to attract and retain principals, as assistant principals from 

within the system can likely be trained to fill the void (McClennan & Casey, 2015).  

However, McClennan and Casey (2015) insisted that “assistant principals must first be 

prepared to ‘know thyself,’ to be willing to dive within and recognize their own potential 

and dedicate their careers toward developing leader expertise—and not to expect it upon 

completion of a principal preparation program” (p. 751).  Therefore, school districts must 

balance the implementation of leadership development programming with the 

identification of quality participants.  This balance becomes even more volatile and 

unpredictable in fast-growth public-school districts.  
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Enrollment Trends 

The National Center for Education Statistics affirms that public-school enrollment 

has been increasing for decades, and according to Hussar and Bailey (2017) these trends 

will only continue: 

Total public and private elementary and secondary school enrollment was 55 

million in fall 2013, representing a 4 percent increase since fall 2000.  Between 

fall 2013, the last year of actual public-school data, and fall 2025, a further 

increase of 2 percent is expected.  Public-school enrollment is projected to be 

higher in 2025 than in 2013 while private-school enrollment is projected to be 

lower. (p. 3) 

 

This is a point of concern in Texas as the public-school enrollment projections are set to 

be at least 5% higher in 2025 as compared to 2013 (Hussar & Bailey, 2017).  Findings 

from the Fast Growth School Coalition (2018) also revealed that the total population in 

Texas grew at a rate between 1.5% and 2.0% annually from 2007 to 2017.  This outpaced 

U.S. growth, which has hovered between 0.7% and 1.0% over the same period (Fast 

Growth School Coalition, 2018).  This population growth leads to increased student 

enrollment in Texas public-schools.   

Over the 30-year period between 1987–1988 and 2017–2018, the total enrollment 

in Texas increased by 2,174,766 students—or 67.4%.  Additionally, over a 10-year 

period from 2007–2008 to 2017–2018, total enrollment increased by 728,189 students—

or by 15.6% (Texas Education Agency, 2018).  Throughout the previous 3 decades the 

annual enrollment growth in Texas public-schools has steadily increased each year, 

growing from 3,224,916 students in 1987–1988 to 5,399,682 students in 2017–2018 

(Texas Education Agency, 2018).   

The increase in the number of students enrolling in Texas public-schools is more 

pronounced in recent years, as compared to other states.  According to national figures, 
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public-school enrollment in Texas rose by 18.8% between 2004 and 2014, which is more 

than 6 times the rate of enrollment increases across the United States (3.1%) over the 

same time period.  This marks the second-highest percentage increase in statewide 

public-school enrollment in the nation, behind Utah at 26.2% (Texas Education Agency, 

2018).  The recent growth in Texas has also mainly occurred in urban and suburban areas 

where fast-growth public-school districts enrolled 33.4% of all students statewide—and 

78.5% of all new students during the 2015–2016 school year (Fast Growth School 

Coalition, 2018).  According to the Fast Growth School Coalition (2018), “projections 

show that population growth in Texas will reach 8.6% over the next 5 years, while the 

United States is only expected to grow by 4.8%” (p. 10).  

The Houston area, which constitutes Region 4 as designated by the TEA, served 

the largest student population of the 20 state regions during the 2017–2018 school year, 

accounting for 22.5% of the total state public-school enrollment (Texas Education 

Agency, 2018).  In addition, the Texas demography firm, Population & Survey Analysts, 

reports the Houston Metro Area was resilient through the oil price slump from 2014–

2017 and is once again experiencing high employment gains.  Since August 2018, 12-

month employment gains have hovered between 110,000 and 130,000 (Population & 

Survey Analysts, 2019).  Moreover, The Greater Houston Partnership released a positive 

employment forecast beyond 2019 suggesting all sectors of the economy will see 

continued growth, with health care, construction and administrative performing the 

strongest (Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  As such, positive job growth and 

corresponding student enrollment growth can be expected among fast-growing school 

districts in Region 4.  Furthermore, The Fast Growth School Coalition (2018) notes that 
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looking towards the future, “fast-growth districts will remain some of the fastest growing 

population centers in Texas.  Nearly every fast-growth district is located within or nearby 

a region that is forecasted to grow by at least 5.71% through 2022” (p. 24).  Therefore, 

the many fast-growth public-school districts in Texas should continue to predict and 

prepare for the many corresponding opportunities and challenges associated with rapid 

population growth.  

 

Leadership Development 

Over the 19th and 20th centuries, the size and number of schools in the United 

States has expanded exponentially, requiring more support, resources, and oversight 

(Hallinger 1992; Kafka, 2009).  This evolution changed the role of the “principal teacher” 

within each school into a role of one adult supervising the duties and professional growth 

of others (Kafka, 2009).  According to Kafka (2009), these supervisory responsibilities of 

principals, “thus helped raise the prestige of the principalship—not only by putting 

principals in charge of teachers (and allowing them to rate, hire, and remove teachers) but 

also by sharpening the distinction between principal and teacher” (p. 321).  By the mid-

1980s instructional leadership became the new orthodoxy of educational reform, and 

according to Hallinger (1992) several states moved aggressively to implement in-service 

programs aimed at developing principals as instructional leaders:  

Virtually every state boasted a substantial in-service effort aimed at developing 

the instructional leadership of principals.  School administrators were deluged 

with a "new orthodoxy" that reflected an effective school’s perspective on 

leadership.  The model of instructional leadership disseminated to principals 

through these state academies was quite specific as to the components of this role. 

(p. 37) 
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More than three decades later, the scope and scale of leadership development has varied 

as states, school districts, and not-for-profits have introduced new initiatives to train and 

support principals (Miller, 2013).  As such, there are many certifications, academies, 

workshops, and books that aim to improve the effectiveness of campus administrators.   

Leadership development, as a formal training program, epitomizes a practical 

approach for school districts to build the leadership ability of their employees and 

potentially reduce the inconsistency of applicants for campus leadership positions.  For 

decades, business and industry have stressed the importance of talent management and 

succession planning to find, develop, and place future leaders.  These business strategies 

intend to improve long-term corporate sustainability, while public-schools appear more 

short-sighted, often only aiming to fill the immediate position using available individuals 

(Calareso, 2013; Leithwood & Seashore Louis, 2012; Peters, 2011).  Peters (2011) 

contended that “succession planning is much more than just hiring a leader to fill a 

vacancy created when another resigns or leaves.  Changes in leadership often happen 

within schools and districts.  To minimize instability, districts should require schools to 

develop a plan for leadership succession” (p. 80).  This type of talent management is 

useful because ambiguity is often what robs educators of their ability to focus on student 

growth and achievement.  More often than not, rapid leadership turnover signals the end 

of existing formal structures for school improvement, along with the gains achieved by 

previously successful leadership (Leithwood & Seashore Louis, 2012).  

School systems want transformational leaders at every level, but unless 

educational leaders move beyond just-in-time hiring, or cursory leadership development, 

that remains unlikely.  Fink and Brayman (2004) argued that the effects of leadership 
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turnover are “like a set of bobbing corks with many schools rising under one set of 

leaders, only to sink under the next.  The cumulative result is that a school’s efforts to 

sustain ‘deep learning’ experiences for all its students are severely limited” (p. 432).  This 

lack of constancy and capacity to effect positive change is significantly more concerning 

in urban and fast-growth areas where larger public-school districts experience a high 

demand for school leaders and have an uncertain, unequal supply of administrative 

candidates (Riddick, 2009).  Fast-growth public-school districts must take proactive steps 

to ensure the availability of effective and well-prepared campus administrators.  Hardie 

(2015) stated that “all school divisions are facing the burgeoning challenge of having 

enough leaders capable of providing effective instructional leadership.  Succession 

planning, which includes shared leadership and alignment of school policies and 

practices, can help to successfully meet this challenge” (p. 9).   

Leadership development and talent management strategies are cost-effective, and 

responsible solutions to alleviate the problem of poor candidate quality—especially in 

fast-growing districts.  Moreover, this type of training does not require large 

organizational structures and unlimited internal resources.  Calareso (2013) pointed out 

that leadership training programs are “available in most communities through service 

agencies, colleges, and universities.  Technical training is always available through 

conferences, workshops, and seminars.  The key is that the process of leadership 

formation is not random and serendipitous, but rather intentional and well planned” (p. 

28).  Fidelity over funding is a key takeaway for leadership development; it is a strategy 

that can be implemented with a small investment that yields impressive results.  
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Research has also demonstrated that sharing the fundamental beliefs and best 

practices of an organization are considered necessary components of effective employee 

development programs (Leithwood et al., 2004).  Creating competencies and expectations 

for aspiring school leaders at the local level—and then providing the necessary 

opportunities and training for growth—will help ensure qualified candidates are readily 

available to help improve student outcomes.  McClellan and Casey (2015) further 

contended that “a number of principals begin their careers as assistant principals, and if 

these numbers hold true, schools should be able to draw from this experienced pool of 

assistant principals to fill vacancies” (p. 720).  Considering the perceived lack of 

leadership experience among certified campus administrator applicants, it would be wise 

for school districts to emphasize growing and developing their own employees 

(McClennan & Casey, 2015; Pounder et al., 2003).    

Glaze (2013) emphasized that elevated levels of student achievement are possible 

in all schools and all districts when developing leaders is a priority:  

Identifying the greatest area of need for students and tightly focusing on a few key 

priorities is important.  But investing in people and supporting them 

professionally is what really makes the difference.  In cases where there is 

minimal improvement, one has to conclude that if individuals knew what to do, 

they would have done it.  If improvement is elusive, it means that we must build 

capacity to get the job done. (p. 50)  

 

These are beliefs that require buy-in from executive leadership and a top-down 

commitment to encourage a culture that values human capital.  According to Leithwood 

et al. (2004), regardless of the location or organizational context, “those in formal 

positions of authority in school systems are likely still the most influential.  Efforts to 

improve [principal] recruitment, training, evaluation and ongoing development should be 

considered highly cost-effective approaches to successful school improvement” (p. 14).  
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By focusing on the potential of colleagues, educational leaders should have a much better 

chance of recruiting, selecting, and training future campus administrators.  

Although there is substantial evidence validating the effects and significance of 

school leadership (Leithwood et al., 2004; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008; Waters 

et al., 2005), Grissom and Harrington (2010) found that the majority of professional 

development research has focused on teachers—not principals.  They said:  

 

While a relatively large amount of literature has been devoted to understanding 

the importance of teacher professional development (e.g., Boyle et al. 2004; 

Darling-Hammond 1995, 1999; Garet et al. 2001; Little 1993; Supovitz and 

Turner 2000), few studies have analyzed the importance of professional 

development for school principals.  This discrepancy is unsurprising given the 

overwhelming evidence of the profound role teachers play in influencing student 

achievement (Darling-Hammond 1999; Rivkin et al. 2005; Rockoff 2004).  

Indeed, while the National Staff Development Council reports that teacher 

professional development is provided at a 3 to 1 ratio compared to principal 

professional development (Caldwell 1986), even a cursory review of the literature 

reveals that the difference in research attention paid to the two areas is many 

times larger. (p. 583) 

 

Additional research by Leithwood et al. (2008) reinforced the idea that the gap in 

knowledge is not around the significance of school leadership, but rather a lack of 

research in action:  

The main reason cited for this gap in our knowledge was a lack of programmatic 

research; a paucity of accumulated evidence from both small- and large-scale 

studies, the use of a variety of research designs, and failure to provide evidence in 

sufficient amounts and of sufficient quality to serve as powerful guides to policy 

and practice.  We have no quarrel with this assertion. (p. 36) 

 

The impetus now is to move beyond any debate regarding the significance of 

strong school leadership and focus research efforts on how to specifically develop and 

improve effective school leadership qualities and attributes among potential campus 

administrators (Leithwood et al., 2008; Normore, 2010)
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Campus Administrator Preparation Programs 

Our schools are not less effective today, but the challenges are much more 

diverse.  This requires principal preparation programs to fundamentally change in order 

to solve real world problems (Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001; Kafka, 2009; Mitani, 2018; 

Zepeda et al., 2012).  Bottoms and O’Neill (2001) asserted that “before we can redesign 

schools, we must redesign the programs that prepare school leaders.  We cannot have one 

without the other” (p. 6).  Effective campus administrator preparation programs are not 

unheard of, but there are wide discrepancies in how they are designed and implemented.  

Moreover, although the research in this area is considered sparse, it is not nonexistent.  

Analyzing data from many sources—including a commissioned literature review of 

school improvement strategies, a focus group comprised of exemplary leaders, interviews 

with higher education institutions, and other qualitative methods—Bottoms and O’Neill 

(2001) suggested that leadership preparation programs must make the following essential 

changes: 

• Work with an established network to develop, pilot and refine a set of 

instructional leadership modules that engage current and emerging leaders in 

applying research-based knowledge and processes to real problems that are 

creating barriers to comprehensive improvement in their schools. 

• Support school districts in screening potential leaders with demonstrated 

leadership ability and knowledge of curriculum and instruction. 

• Use instructors as resident coaches who have knowledge about what it takes to 

transform low-performing schools and who can help schools apply research-

based knowledge to improve school and classroom practices. 
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• Offer academy-based programs focused on leadership for comprehensive 

improvement as an alternative to traditional university leadership preparation. 

• Support staff in conducting school-based research to determine if the academy 

program is producing leaders who are improving student achievement. 

• Work with networks of school-site leadership development teams in ways that 

allow them to learn from one another. 

• Create an advisory board that meets frequently and includes state educational 

leaders involved in comprehensive school improvement, business leaders, and 

successful school and system leaders who have made significant gains in 

student achievement. 

• Enroll teams from participating school sites composed of current school 

leaders, future leaders, teacher leaders and at least one district office 

representative (p. 30). 

Bottoms and O’Neill (2001) further suggested that district leadership—including the 

school board—should intentionally plan and support the development of leaders.  This 

type of initiative requires multiple stakeholders and thoughtful strategy (Alsbury, 2008; 

Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001).  Portin, Schneider, DeArmond, and Gundlach (2003) asserted 

that “what is known from the better principal preparation programs in the country is that 

leadership preparation must be thought of as a continuum of experience, not a single 

event” (p. 43).  Leadership development is a deliberate and ongoing pursuit that 

reinforces continuous improvement, rather than completion.  Across the country there are 

abundant short-term academies that focus on leadership, but only pockets of success with 
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an intentional emphasis on enduring professional development opportunities (LaPointe & 

Davis, 2006; Portin et al., 2003). 

Stanford researchers, LaPointe and Davis (2006) studied several highly developed 

pre- and in-service program models from across the country to better understand key 

issues in developing strong campus administrators.  These exemplary programs had a 

reputation in the field for being effective and included:  

• San Diego, CA, Unified School District working in partnership with the 

Educational Leadership Development Academy at the University of San 

Diego, California; 

• Region 1 of the New York City Public-Schools, in collaboration with Bank 

Street College; 

• University of Connecticut’s Administrator Preparation Program; 

• Hartford Public-School District in Connecticut; 

• Jefferson County Public-Schools in Kentucky; and 

• Delta State University in Mississippi (LaPointe & Davis, 2006). 

The researchers found the distinguishing factor among these programs versus many 

traditional principal development programs was the intense focus on instructional 

leadership.  According to LaPointe and Davis (2006), whereas “many traditional 

programs focus on school management, these exemplary programs seek to develop the 

ability to coach and support teachers, to share a vision for reform, and to lead a team to 

implement that vision for improved teaching and learning” (p. 4).  An examination of 

these programs highlight several commonalities, including a) master teacher admission 

requirements, b) research-based curriculum, c) aligned content and internships, d) 
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leadership development reinforcing reform initiatives, e) district-developed teacher 

leadership pathways, and f) career-staged professional development as part of an ongoing 

continuum (LaPointe & Davis, 2006).  

  Despite the success of these programs, a far-reaching focus on leadership 

development remains a rarity over a decade later.  However, there are public-school 

systems aiming to impact student achievement through intentional leadership 

development.  Gates, Baird, Master, and Chavez-Herrerias (2019) recently analyzed 

several years of data from The Wallace Foundation’s Principal Pipeline Initiative (PPI), 

which examined the efforts of the following six urban school districts: 

• Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, North Carolina; 

• Denver Public-Schools, Colorado; 

• Gwinnett County Public-Schools, Georgia; 

• Hillsborough County Public-Schools, Florida; 

• New York City Department of Education, New York; and  

• Prince George’s County Public-Schools, Maryland. 

The Wallace Foundation funded and supplied technical assistance to these six school 

districts from 2011 to 2016 to examine the potential effectiveness of a PPI (Gates et al., 

2019).  The PPI organized principal pipeline activities into four categories: 

• leader standards that guide all pipeline activities; 

• preservice preparation opportunities for assistant principals and principals; 

• selective hiring and placement; and 

• on-the-job induction, evaluation, and support (Gates et al., 2019). 
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The findings from these large, urban school districts show that implementing 

leadership development systems and programs are feasible because recommended 

processes were implemented, affordable because the financial cost was less than 0.5% of 

the district budget, and effective because of the impact on student achievement.  The 

results of this 5-year initiative show encouraging evidence on improving student 

achievement, keeping staff, and other outcomes associated with this work (Gates et al., 

2019).  The authors found that schools with newly placed principals who were trained 

and promoted from within PPI districts outperformed comparison schools in both math 

and reading.  The principal pipeline model also improved retention: for every 100 new 

principals, PPI districts saw eight fewer losses after 3 years (Gates et al., 2019).  

According to Gates et al. (2019) the “overarching recommendation is that districts should 

think strategically about the full range of pipeline activities and make smart investments 

that account for their local challenges and opportunities” (p. 71).  More specifically, each 

of the following recommendations were made to all six of the PPI school districts: 

• Secure commitment for this work at the highest levels of the district.  

• Prioritize leader standards efforts.  

• Identify and use data that can inform pipeline efforts.  

• Commit to the long haul.  

• Monitor performance to detect lessons learned and tailor supports (Gates et 

al., 2019). 

The findings from this study should inspire further research on the long-term 

effects and sustainability of principal pipelines and leadership development 

programming.  Gates et al. (2019) noted that school districts looking for ways to enhance 
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school outcomes and improve the retention of newly placed principals should be 

encouraged by the experiences of PPI districts: 

Our findings suggest that when districts focused attention on activities related to 

principal pipelines, principals, schools, and students benefited.  The initiative 

looked different on the ground in different districts, which implies that there is no 

“recipe” for other districts to follow.  Instead, the work involves analyzing 

conditions, opportunities, and constraints and making strategic choices based on 

that assessment, and this in turn calls for enduring commitment and an openness 

to changes in the way districts manage their principal pipeline. (p. 74) 

 

Thus, these findings reinforce the importance of first understanding your context before 

attempting to develop suitable leadership strategies (Hallinger, 2010; Gates et al., 2019).  

According to Hallinger (2011) “leaders who possess a single set of tools will find 

themselves bouncing around from success to failure without understanding why.  The 

capacity to read your context correctly and adapt your leadership to the needs largely 

determines your success” (p. 137).  Recurring recommendations from the research 

literature should always be examined when designing leadership development programs, 

but there are very few initiatives that can universally be applied.  School district leaders 

must maintain a discerning eye while seeking out case studies and examples that replicate 

the characteristics of their school district.    

 

Summary 

The research surrounding the importance, influence, and impact of public-school 

administrators is substantial (Leithwood et al., 2004; Leithwood et al., 2008; Waters et 

al., 2005).  However, the role of the principal can be challenging with the current climate 

of high-stakes testing and accountability, which offers an additional deterrent for anyone 

interested in pursuing school leadership positions (Kafka, 2009; Levine, 2005; Miller, 

2013; Mitani, 2018).  Moreover, the debate continues regarding the purported ‘shortage’ 
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of qualified campus administrator candidates—which in actuality appears to be a 

shortage of campus administrator candidates with the preferred training and experiences 

(Roza, 2003).  This negative perception of the national principal candidate pool, coupled 

with limited research in action, is troubling in all contexts, but even more so among fast-

growth public-school districts (Leithwood et al., 2008; Roza, 2003). According to 

national figures, public-school enrollment in Texas rose by 18.8% between 2004 and 

2014, which was more than 6 times the increase in the United States (3.1%) over the 

same time (Texas Education Agency, 2018).   

These collective challenges require principal preparation programs to 

fundamentally change in order to solve real world problems (Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001; 

Kafka, 2009; Mitani, 2018; Zepeda et al., 2012).  Recent studies focusing on urban 

leadership development and principal pipeline programs from across the country show 

that implementing leadership development systems and programs are workable, 

affordable, and effective because of their positive impact on student achievement (Gates 

et al., 2019).  These studies also emphasized the importance of first understanding your 

context before developing any leadership strategies or structures (Hallinger, 2010; Gates 

et al., 2019).   

Considering the importance of context in the design of local leadership 

development programs, this research study adopted a purposive sampling method to 

investigate Texas districts most like LCISD relative to size, student performance, and rate 

of population growth.  It was expected that such an approach would best offer insights 

into program design and delivery issues similar to those likely to be encountered in 

LCISD.  In addition, a qualitative approach provided the opportunity to investigate 
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district beliefs of strengths and challenges in the development and implementation of 

leadership programs, which provided additional details regarding local context in 

comparison with LCISD. 

Chapter Three includes the following sections: a) purpose of the study, b) 

research design, c) research questions, d) population and sample, e) access and 

procedures, f) instrumentation, g) data collection and analysis, h) validity of the study, i) 

delimitations and limitations; and j) summary. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

 

Methods 

 

 

This chapter describes the research design and procedures used for this qualitative 

study.  The purpose of this study was to determine the leadership development strategies 

used by high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas to inform and 

advance a leadership development program within the researcher’s school district.  The 

qualitative study employed a series of focus group dialogues (FGDs) designed to obtain 

thoughts and perceptions on leadership development programming in a permissive, 

nonthreatening environment (Krueger & Casey, 2015).   

The FGDs consisted of district-level administrators from four high-performing, 

fast-growth public-school districts in Texas that are utilizing leadership development 

programs.  In addition, all the FGD participants had extensive experience in designing, 

implementing, or overseeing leadership development programming.  The strength of the 

FGD lies in its capacity to extract thick descriptions from participants while producing 

insights that would be less accessible without the interaction found in a group.  In this 

way, statements are challenged, extended, developed, undermined, or qualified in ways 

that generate rich data for the researcher (Berg, 1998; Willig, 2008).  Moreover, 

Greenbaum (1999) explained that FGDs are a tool used in the initial stages of program 

development:  

Whereas focus groups used to be considered only as a precursor to quantitative 

research (in which projectable numerical data are developed), in recent years the 

technique has been employed to give executives qualitative information that they
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can use in the decision-making process without necessarily doing quantitative 

research as a follow-up technique. (p. 5) 

 

This chapter contains the following sections: a) purpose of the study, b) research design, 

c) research questions, d) population and sample, e) access and procedures, f) 

instrumentation, g) data collection and analysis, h) validity of the study, i) delimitations 

and limitations, and j) summary.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine the leadership development strategies 

utilized by high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas to inform and 

advance a leadership development program in the researcher’s school district, LCISD.  

The researcher concentrated on a purposive sample of four public-school districts—

including LCISD— that have implemented leadership development programs and 

received an overall rating of “A” or “B” from the TEA in 2018, with student enrollment 

above 30,000 and enrollment growth over the last 5 years of at least 10% or a net increase 

of 3,500 or more students (Fast Growth School Coalition, 2019; Population & Survey 

Analysts, 2019).  Despite the reduced generalizability of this approach, the findings of 

this study may still be replicated in similar contexts.  This research may advise 

practitioners in fast-growth public-school districts on how to design, develop, and 

implement effective leadership development programs.   

 

Research Design 

This research study applied a qualitative methodology.  Creswell (2014) defined 

qualitative research as an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups assign to a social or human problem:  
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The process of research involves emerging questions and procedures, data 

typically collected in the participant’s setting, data analysis inductively building 

from particulars to general themes, and the researcher making interpretations of 

the meaning of the data.  The final written report has a flexible structure.  Those 

who engage in this form of inquiry support a way of looking at research that 

honors an inductive style, a focus on individual meaning, and the importance of 

rendering the complexity of a situation. (p. 32) 

 

The researcher chose to utilize a qualitative methodology because it is appropriate in the 

early stages of program development, where important variables related to a subject may 

not yet be known (Creswell, 2012, 2014; Greenbaum, 1999).   

 This qualitative research study used an FGD approach, with the intent to compare 

and contrast leadership development strategies from four high-performing, fast-growth 

public-school districts in Texas.  According to Krueger and Casey (2015), this approach 

requires at least three groups with the following five characteristics or features “(1) a 

small group of people, who (2) possess certain characteristics, (3) provide qualitative data 

(4) in a focused discussion (5) to help understand the topic of interest” (p. 5).  Krueger 

and Casey (2015) further explained that FGD findings have been used to advise decision 

making before, during, or after an event or program:  

When focus groups are used to gather information before a program, we call it 

needs assessment, asset analysis, a climate survey, planning, or pilot testing.  

When focus groups are used during a program, we call it formative evaluation, 

process evaluation, feedback, monitoring, or reporting.  When it is used for 

decision making after an event, it might be called summative evaluation, outcome 

evaluation, or just feedback. (p. 8) 

 

The researcher used FGDs to help advise this qualitative study on leadership 

development programming.  As a part of the FGD, a set of interview questions was 

created by the researcher of this study, a superintendent of schools, and a central office 

administrator—all of whom had experience in districtwide leadership development 

programming.  Quality focus group questions typically have the following characteristics: 
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they evoke conversation, use words the participants would use when talking about the 

issue, are easy to say, are clear, are short, are usually open ended, and are one 

dimensional (Krueger & Casey, 2015).   

 This qualitative study employed a purposive sampling strategy in the selection of 

the four participant school districts and the associated personnel with experience in 

districtwide leadership development programming.  In all, the researcher conducted four 

FGDs with a sample group consisting of 20 total participants serving as administrators in 

four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts.  Creswell (2012) explained that 

qualitative research is best suited “to address a research problem in which you do not 

know the variables and need to explore.  The literature might yield little information 

about the phenomenon of study, and you need to learn more from participants through 

exploration” (p. 16).  The use of FGDs allowed the participants to guide the conversation 

toward relevant content (Creswell, 2012, 2014).  Willig (2008) suggested that “focus 

groups should consist of no more than six participants.  This is to ensure that all 

participants remain actively involved in the group discussion throughout the data 

collection phase” (p. 31).  Moreover, Krueger and Casey (2015) described “the ideal size 

of a focus group for most noncommercial topics is five to eight participants” (p. 82).   

 The researcher used a semi-structured interview process within each of the four 

FGDs to collect responses from participants.  All four FGDs were audio-recorded and 

transcribed to discover themes for analysis.  The researcher followed the recommended 

FGD processes and strategies outlined by Krueger and Casey (2015) in their book, Focus 

Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research to plan and develop the FGD protocol 

and interview questions.     
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Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to inform this qualitative research 

study:  

1. What are the leadership development strategies and structures utilized by 

high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify 

and develop campus administrators from within the system? 

2. What is the most important leadership development strategy applied by high-

performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and 

develop campus administrators from within the system? 

3. What are the suggestions to improve the leadership development strategies 

and structures used by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school 

districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators from within 

the system? 

4. What are the perceived challenges of implementing the leadership 

development strategies and structures employed by high-performing, fast-

growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and develop campus 

administrators from within the system? 

5. What are the perceived benefits of implementing the leadership development 

strategies and structures promoted by high-performing, fast-growth Texas 

public-school districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators 

from within the system? 
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Population and Sample 

Purposive sampling was used for this qualitative research study.  Per Moen and 

Middelthon (2015), “Purposive sampling aims to select people, practices, processes, 

events, phenomena, places, etc. to be focused on and included in the study based on the 

study’s aims and the various challenges and demands that emerge in its course” (p. 335).  

Creswell (2014) also contended, “the idea behind qualitative research is to purposefully 

select participants or sites (or documents or visual material) that will best help the 

researcher understand the problem and the research question” (p. 239).  This does not 

require a large number of participants and sites, as typically found in quantitative 

research (Creswell, 2014; Willig, 2008).  

The purposive sample in this study included four high-performing, fast-growth 

public-school districts in Texas—including LCISD— that have implemented leadership 

development programs and received an overall rating of “A” or “B” from the TEA in 

2018, with student enrollment above 30,000 and enrollment growth over the last 5 years 

of at least 10% or a net increase of 3,500 or more students (Fast Growth School 

Coalition, 2019; Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  Three of the four Texas public-

school districts ranked in the top 11 of annual numeric student growth based on 2017 

Public Education Information Management System data and all four were classified as a 

fast-growth public-school district by the Fast Growth School Coalition (Fast Growth 

School Coalition, 2019; Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  The sample was 

intentionally selected to be representative of the specific and unique needs of LCISD.  

According to Mulvihill and Swaminathan (2017), purposive sampling is an intricate 

process that is used in qualitative research and involves astute decision making:  
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Criteria for determining who should participate in a study is usually part of the 

sampling process.  Sampling in qualitative research is typically focused on small 

sampling sizes, in contrast with quantitative sampling.  The argument for a small 

sample in qualitative research is to allow for depth in the study.  In qualitative 

research, sampling is done purposefully so that information-rich samples are 

selected that illuminate the issue or question that the researcher is trying to 

understand. (p. 38) 

 

The specific type of purposive sampling used was criterion sampling because all 

of the public-school districts met the high-performing, fast-growth inclusion criteria and 

each of the 20 FGD participants met the specific criteria of having experience designing, 

implementing, or overseeing districtwide leadership development programming.  Willig 

(2008) explained how FGD participants can be characterized as:   

(1) homogenous (where participants share key features) or heterogeneous (where 

participants are different), (2) pre-existing (e.g., a group of friends or work 

colleagues) or new, and (3) concerned (where participants have a stake in the 

subject matter) or naïve (where participants do not have any particular 

commitment in relation to the subject matter). (p. 31)  

 

Each of the participants from all four public-school districts had experience with 

designing, implementing, or overseeing leadership development programming.  

Therefore, the participants in each FGD were homogenous, preexisting, and concerned 

with the subject matter. 

 

Access and Procedures 

Permission was obtained from each of the high-performing, fast-growth public-

school districts prior to starting this study.  In September of 2019 a recruitment email was 

sent to the superintendents of three high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts 

and the superintendent of LCISD (Appendix A).  After each superintendent agreed to 

participate, they then selected additional FGD participants from within their district based 

on their experience in designing, implementing, or overseeing districtwide leadership 
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development programs.  The researcher had prior knowledge of each qualifying district's 

condition of implementing districtwide leadership development programming and 

meeting the high-performing, fast-growth inclusion criteria.   

Prior to conducting this qualitative study, the researcher complied with all of the 

guidelines and recommendations outlined by the Baylor Office of Research Compliance, 

which resulted in an exempt determination from review by the Baylor University 

Institutional Review Board according to Federal Regulations 45 CFR §46.104(d)(2): 

Research involving the use of educational tests, survey procedures, interview procedures 

or observation of public behavior (Appendix B). 

 

Instrumentation 

The researcher was the key instrument in gathering data and information for this 

qualitative study.  According to Creswell (2014) “qualitative researchers collect data 

themselves through examining documents, observing behavior, or interviewing 

participants.  They may use a protocol—an instrument for collecting data—but the 

researchers are the ones who actually gather the information” (p. 234).  The FGD was the 

primary data collection technique for this qualitative research study and the FGD 

interview protocol included six open-ended questions, along with associated probing 

questions, which followed the tactics endorsed by Krueger and Casey (2015) in their 

book, Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research to organize and develop 

the FGD protocol and interview questions.  The interview questions were developed by 

the researcher of this study, a superintendent of schools, and a central office 

administrator: all of whom had experience in designing, implementing, or overseeing 

districtwide leadership development programming.  Prior to any FGD research, a pilot 
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FGD was conducted with nonparticipants of this study to improve the timing and manner 

of the data collection process.  No data from the pilot FGD was saved, as the fundamental 

purpose of the pilot was to determine how to most effectively and efficiently capture data 

during the official study.  

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

To collect rich data, the FGDs were conducted onsite within each of the four 

high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts.  Prior to each FGD, the researcher 

provided every participant with a consent form for research that outlined the purpose of 

the research, the study activities, risks and benefits, confidentiality, compensation, 

contact information, and the process for consent.  Each FGD lasted 60 minutes and 

participants were informed they could withdraw their consent to participate at any time 

with no negative consequences.  To maintain the ethical quality of this study, the identity 

of the participants remained confidential and pseudonyms were used for each district, 

other than the researcher’s school district, LCISD. 

The four FGDs included 20 district level administrators with experience 

designing, implementing, or overseeing leadership development programming.  The FGD 

interview protocol for this qualitative research study was semi-structured and included 

six open-ended interview questions, along with associated probing questions.  The semi-

structured interview questions used in the study are as follows: 

1. Describe your leadership development program.  What are the major 

components? 

 

2. If you were to recreate a leadership development program, where would you 

begin or what would you do differently? 
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3. What aspect of your leadership development program would you consider to 

be the most important?  

 

4. What are some of the challenges you have faced while implementing your 

leadership development program? 

 

5. What suggestions do you have to improve your leadership development 

program? 

 

6. What benefits have you seen as a result of your leadership development 

program? 
 

According to Adams (2015), the semi-structured interview process “employs a 

blend of closed and open-ended questions, often accompanied by follow-up why or how 

questions.  The dialogue can meander around the topics on the agenda—rather than 

adhering slavishly to verbatim questions as in a standardized survey” (p. 493).  The use 

of semi-structured interview questions is an essential component of an FGD because it 

allows the conversation to develop naturally and allows for further questioning of any 

surprising or unforeseen content (Adams, 2015; Krueger & Casey, 2015).  All of the 

FGDs were audio-recorded and the researcher collected field notes during each session.   

Once the FGDs were completed, the researcher used a third-party data analysis 

company—DataSense—to transcribe each of the audio recordings and independently 

code the data acquired from each FGD utilizing NVivo 12 computer assisted qualitative 

data analysis software (CAQDAS).  Prior to any information being shared with 

DataSense, a confidentiality agreement was obtained from the coder (Appendix C) and 

all research data was shared via a secure link.  According to Durian (2002), NVivo is 

designed to allow users to conduct sophisticated analyses of electronic text data 

contextually:  

Instead of allowing users to focus on micro-level frequency-based analysis of 

language at the word level, as does TACT or Wordsmith Tools, NVivo allows 
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users to focus on language within the context of macro-level text unit relations, 

particularly at the sentence or paragraph level.  This makes NVivo a useful tool 

for looking at symbolic or metaphorical relations between spans of text or for 

discovering trends within the data that might not necessarily be revealed by 

statistical text analysis methods.  The program focuses not on the production of 

descriptive statistics, but instead on description of the data themselves. (p. 738) 

 

Moreover, Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2011) explained how CAQDAS, such as NVivo, 

can aid qualitative researchers with the analysis of large data sets:   

Computer software tools are capable of assisting the qualitative researcher with 

multiple types of analyses, so that the underlying theories and relationships in the 

data can emerge.  It is important to keep in mind that when conducting qualitative 

research, the researcher is the main tool for analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).   

Thus, CAQDAS programs, along with all types of analysis software, do not 

analyze the data for the researcher.  Rather, the researcher utilizes the computer 

program to assist in the analysis. (p. 71) 

 

The use of a CAQDAS and an independent coder, brought more insight to the analysis of 

data, but all interpretations were developed solely by the researcher (Creswell, 2012; 

Macphail, Khoza, Abler, & Ranganathan, 2016).  It is important to emphasize that 

CAQDAS has become more prevalent in the literature surrounding qualitative research.  

In fact, Woods, Paulus, Atkins, and Macklin (2016) recently analyzed 763 empirical 

articles, published in the Scopus database over a 20-year period to explore how 

qualitative researchers are using CAQDAS, such as NVivo and ATLAS.ti.  Woods et al. 

(2016) explained that “researchers used QDAS to support a variety of research designs 

and most commonly used the programs to support analyses of data gathered through 

interviews, focus groups, documents, field notes, and open-ended survey questions” 

(p.597).  The study found the majority of researchers are using CAQDAS for data 

management and analysis, with fewer using it for data collection/creation or to visually 

display their methods and findings (Woods et al., 2016).  The researcher of this 
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qualitative research study incorporated CAQDAS, due to the acknowledgment of its 

value and its increased use in the methodological literature.   

Before the review of any independently coded FGD data, the researcher also 

reviewed and analyzed each of the FGD transcripts using a thematic analysis process 

developed by Braun and Clarke (2006; 2012).  Thematic analysis is a method for 

identifying, analyzing, and reporting themes and patterns within data and the process 

employed by the researcher is one of the most commonly cited forms of thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke 2006, 2012).  Specifically, Braun and Clarke (2006; 2012) propose the 

following six-step process:  

1. Immersion in the data through repeated reading of the transcripts;  

2. Systematic coding of the data;  

3. Development of preliminary themes;  

4. Revision of those themes;  

5. Selection of a final set of themes; and 

6. Organization of the final written product around those themes.  

The data from qualitative research is often so dense and rich that not all of it is necessary 

and the information must be sorted into a more useful form.  In qualitative research, the 

impact of this process is to aggregate data into a small number of themes (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006; Creswell, 2014).  A cross-comparison of Braun and Clarke’s thematic 

analysis process and the use of the CAQDAS NVivo, formulated the researcher’s primary 

findings, which identified emerging themes.  However, the use of field notes, a reflective 

journal, and artifacts, such as print and online materials also informed this qualitative 
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study.  All the data collected during each FGD was stored in a secured location and all of 

the data is scheduled to be destroyed 3 years after the study is completed.   

 

Validity of the Study 

To ensure validity in this qualitative research study, attention was placed on the 

analysis and interpretation of the data.  The use of CAQDAS and traditional thematic 

analysis offered intercoder reliability (ICR), which is supported in the literature by 

multiple authors (Creswell, 2012; Macphail et al., 2016).  According to Macphail et al. 

(2016), ICR aligns the amount of agreement between two or more coders for the codes 

applied to qualitative text:  

ICR is a measure to assess the agreement among multiple coders for how they 

assign codes to text segments; it also evaluates the extent to which these coders 

make similar coding decisions in assessing the characteristics of text (Kurasaki, 

2000; Lombard et al., 2002).  This is important as systematically different patterns 

of coding might result in substantial bias in research results.  The calculation of 

ICR has other benefits, including increasing the comprehensibility of analysis and 

providing sound interpretation of data. (p. 199) 

 

The data analysis also included triangulation of multiple sources of information 

beyond the FGD transcripts, to include FGD field notes and observations, a reflective 

journal, and various artifacts, such as handouts, and materials on leadership development 

from each public-school district to confirm findings from the study.  Method 

triangulation holds the use of multiple methods of data collection about the same 

experience.  This type of triangulation is often found in qualitative studies and may 

include interviews, observations, and field notes (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, Dicenso, 

Blythe, & Neville, 2014; Polit & Beck, 2012).  Moreover, this qualitative study allowed 

participants to clarify any assumptions or questions on the part of the researcher, through 

direct feedback during each of the FGDs.  
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The researcher also continuously scrutinized both the process and the role of the 

researcher throughout this qualitative study.  This reflexivity discourages impositions of 

meaning by the researcher and thus promotes validity (Creswell, 2014; Willig, 2008).  

Willing (2008) also noted the inherent benefits of the FGD, which “provides a setting that 

is less artificial than the one-to-one interview, which means that the data generated by it 

are likely to have higher ecological validity” (p. 31).  Guest, Namey, and McKenna 

(2017) also contended that reliable themes are often detected using multiple FGDs: 

Our analyses revealed that more than 80% of all themes were discoverable within 

two to three focus groups, and 90% were discoverable within three to six focus 

groups.  Three focus groups were also enough to identify all of the most prevalent 

themes within the data set.  These empirically based findings suggest focus group 

sample sizes that differ from many of the ‘‘rule of thumb’’ recommendations in 

the existing literature. (p. 3) 

 

These findings help to validate adequate sample sizes for focus group research and 

support the use of a total of four FGDs in the current qualitative study (Guest et al., 

2017). 

 

Delimitations and Limitations 

This study was delimited to a purposive sample of four high-performing, fast-

growth public-school districts in Texas—including LCISD—that have implemented 

leadership development programs and received an overall rating of “A” or “B” from the 

TEA in 2018, with student enrollment above 30,000 and enrollment growth over the last 

5 years of at least 10% or a net increase of 3,500 or more students (Fast Growth School 

Coalition, 2019; Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  Although the small sample size 

could be considered a limitation, the researcher will not attempt to generalize results from 

the fast-growth public-school districts that participated in the study as representative of 
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their entire region, or all of fast-growth public-school districts in Texas.  Despite the 

reduced generalizability of this approach, the findings of this study may still be replicated 

in demographically similar public-school districts.  The researcher used qualitative 

methods to collect data and to ensure there was an in-depth look at the leadership 

development strategies among high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in 

Texas.  

 

Summary 

In this chapter, the research design and the procedures for conducting this 

qualitative research study were outlined.  The purpose of this study was to determine the 

leadership development strategies utilized by high-performing, fast-growth public-school 

districts in Texas to inform and advance a leadership development program within the 

researcher’s school district.  Four FGDs were conducted and included a total of 20 

district-level administrators, who each had considerable experience designing, 

implementing, or overseeing leadership development programming.  The FGD interview 

protocol for this qualitative research study included six open-ended interview questions—

along with associated probing questions.  The audio of each FGD was recorded and the 

data was transcribed, analyzed, and coded using both CAQDAS and traditional thematic 

analysis.  The entire research process, which began in Fall 2018, took one school year.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

 

Results 

 

This chapter describes and reveals the findings and results of this qualitative 

research study.  The purpose of this study was to determine the leadership development 

strategies used by high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas to inform 

and advance a leadership development program within the researcher’s public-school 

district, LCISD.  The findings of this study are based upon a series of FGDs within four 

high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas—including LCISD—that 

have all implemented leadership development programs.  The FGDs lasted 60 minutes 

and included a total of 20 district-level administrators with extensive experience in 

designing, implementing, or overseeing leadership development programming.  Each of 

the participants shared their thoughts, experiences, and beliefs on how leadership 

development programming is affecting their public-school district.  This chapter includes 

the following sections: a) research questions, b) participant demographics, c) FGD 

interview procedures & analysis, d) FGD interview results, and j) summary. 

 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to inform this qualitative research 

study:  

1. What are the leadership development strategies and structures utilized by 

high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify 

and develop campus administrators from within the system?
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2. What is the most important leadership development strategy applied by high-

performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and 

develop campus administrators from within the system? 

3. What are the suggestions to improve the leadership development strategies 

and structures used by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school 

districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators from within 

the system? 

4. What are the perceived challenges of implementing the leadership 

development strategies and structures employed by high-performing, fast-

growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and develop campus 

administrators from within the system? 

5. What are the perceived benefits of implementing the leadership development 

strategies and structures promoted by high-performing, fast-growth Texas 

public-school districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators 

from within the system? 

 

Participant Demographics 

The findings of this study are based upon a series of FGDs within four high-

performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas, including the researcher’s 

public-school district, LCISD.  The remaining three public-school districts were given the 

pseudonyms of District A, District B, and District C to ensure anonymity and improve 

cooperation in the research.  All four of the public-school districts that participated in this 

qualitative research study have implemented leadership development programs and 

received an overall rating of “A” or “B” from the TEA in 2018, with student enrollment 
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above 30,000 and enrollment growth over the last 5 years of at least 10% or a net increase 

of 3,500 or more students (Fast Growth School Coalition, 2019; Population & Survey 

Analysts, 2019).  

District A is a fast-growth public-school district in a suburban setting near 

Houston, Texas.  According to the 2017–2018 Texas Academic Performance Report from 

the Texas Education Agency, District A had an enrollment of 116,138 students.  The 

ethnic distribution of its students included 18.2% African American, 44.3% Hispanic, 

24.8% White, 0.8% American Indian, 9.3% Asian, 0.1% Pacific Islander, and 2.5% Two 

or More Races.  In addition, 50% of the enrolled students were Economically 

Disadvantaged, 14.6% were English Learners (ELs), and 44.7% were At-Risk (Texas 

Academic Performance Report, 2018). 

District B is a fast-growth public-school district in a suburban setting near Austin, 

Texas.  According to the 2017–2018 Texas Academic Performance Report from the 

Texas Education Agency, District B had an enrollment of 48,919 students.  The ethnic 

distribution of its students included 8.9% African American, 30.4% Hispanic, 39.5% 

White, 0.4% American Indian, 16.8% Asian, 0.2% Pacific Islander, and 3.8% Two or 

More Races.  Additionally, 25.9% of the enrolled students were Economically 

Disadvantaged, 9.8% were ELs, and 33.3% were At-Risk (Texas Academic Performance 

Report, 2018). 

District C is a fast-growth public-school district in a suburban setting near 

Houston, Texas.  According to the 2017–2018 Texas Academic Performance Report from 

the Texas Education Agency, District C had an enrollment of 52,896 students.  The 

ethnic distribution of its students included: 14.8% African American, 40.7% Hispanic, 
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32.2% White, 0.5% American Indian, 8.6% Asian, 0.1% Pacific Islander, and 3.1% Two 

or More Races.  Also, 40% of the enrolled students were Economically Disadvantaged, 

15% were ELs, and 40.3% were At-Risk (Texas Academic Performance Report, 2018). 

LCISD is a fast-growth public-school district in a suburban setting near Houston, 

Texas.  According to the 2017–2018 Texas Academic Performance Report from the 

Texas Education Agency, LCISD had an enrollment of 32,051 students.  The ethnic 

distribution of its students included 19% African American, 43.4% Hispanic, 27.3% 

White, 0.3% American Indian, 6.8% Asian, 0.1% Pacific Islander, and 2.5% Two or 

More Races.  In addition, 41.3% of the enrolled students were Economically 

Disadvantaged, 13% were ELs, and 44.7% were At-Risk (Texas Academic Performance 

Report, 2018). 

 

FGD Interview Procedures and Analysis 

All FGDs were conducted within each of the four high-performing, fast-growth 

public-school districts.  The FGDs lasted 60 minutes and included a total of 20 district-

level administrators with extensive experience in designing, implementing, or overseeing 

leadership development programming.  Each of the participants shared their insights on 

how leadership development programming is impacting their public-school district.  To 

maintain the ethical quality of this study, the identity of the participants remained 

confidential and pseudonyms were used for each district, with the exception of the 

researcher’s school district, LCISD.  Participants are labeled as P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, or P6, 

following the correlating district label of District A, District B, District C, or LCISD.  

Each FGD was audio-recorded and transcribed upon completion.  The transcribed data 

was then coded in two phases, the first phase employed Braun and Clarke’s thematic 
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analysis process, and the second phase incorporated the CAQDAS NVivo 12.  A cross-

comparison of the resulting codes formulated the researcher’s primary findings, which 

identified emerging themes from this qualitative research study.     

 

Phase 1: Thematic Analysis  

The researcher first reviewed and analyzed each of the FGD transcripts using a 

six-step thematic analysis process developed by Braun and Clarke (2006; 2012).  This 

process involved the researcher becoming immersed in the data through multiple readings 

of each FGD transcript.  This was followed by the systematic coding of the data, which 

resulted in the development of 20 preliminary themes.  Further examination and revision 

of those themes resulted in 15 final themes, which were aligned to the five research 

questions that guided this qualitative study. 

 

Phase 2: CAQDAS NVivo 12 Analysis  

The researcher also utilized a third-party data analysis company—DataSense—to 

independently code the data acquired from each FGD utilizing the CAQDAS NVivo 12.  

The process involved importing all four FGD transcripts, formatted in Word, into the 

CAQDAS NVivo 12.  Each line was manually read and coded with contextual content to 

eight main category nodes, six of which aligned to the semi-structured FGD interview 

questions, along with two more nodes titled “Introduction” and “Anything Else” for 

comments relating to those categories.  Multiple subcategory nodes were created as 

content was read and coding was refined within the nodes.  Numerous node coding 

reports were compiled and exported from the CAQDAS NVivo 12 and organized into 

condensed reports.  In this qualitative research study, 126 individual node coding reports 
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were compiled into eight main node coding reports with 118 subcategory sections within 

the reports.  The researcher’s knowledge, discernment, and familiarity with the study data 

and sample populations were required to interpret meaning, consolidate findings, and 

draw conclusions from these reports.  Through the repetitive reading, comparing, and 

interpreting of the CAQDAS NVivo 12 reports, the researcher was able to align and 

confirm the themes that emerged from the first phase of thematic analysis.  The following 

section articulates the results of the FGD discussions by articulating the 15 final themes.  

The results are presented in the order of the five research questions that guided this 

qualitative study. 

 

Research Question 1: Leadership Development Strategies and Structures  

What are the leadership development strategies and structures utilized by high-

performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and develop 

campus administrators from within the system?  This was the first research question that 

guided this qualitative study.  Three themes emerged from the thematic coding of this 

question and included: Principal Development Programs, Assistant Principal 

Development Programs, and Diversified Development Programs and Training. 

 

Theme 1: Principal Development Programs 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts placed an emphasis 

on implementing some form of principal preparation or principal development 

programming.  District A explained how it initially laid the foundation of its leadership 

development programming with a focus on developing principals.   

The pipeline to the principalship is where we started … because of the need for 

principals and making sure that we have the next man up, the next woman up for 
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the principal.  It made us realize that not everybody is going to go into the 

principalship. (District A, P1) 

 

District A also noted how it created and maintains a formal Aspiring Principals 

Institute to identify, and develop potential principal candidates. 

Another Institute that we have is the Aspiring Principals Institute.  This is 

obviously, for those that aspire to be a principal.  Again, the campus principal 

identifies individuals, who they feel are ready for that position. (District A, P2)  

 

Through structures, such as the Aspiring Principals Institute, District A described how it 

puts significant emphasis on purposefully finding and developing potential principal 

candidates.   

We look at the preservice before that person even gets into that position.  What 

can we do to equip them with experiences and institutes? (District A, P2) 

 

However, that support continues once a candidate is successfully placed in a 

principalship.  District A referenced an induction phase to ensure that newly placed 

principals have the just in time knowledge and information to help them through their 

first one to three years in the position. 

But not only do we have that preparation for those that are aspiring to be leaders 

or principals, I think what this program has added is that next level.  That once 

you are in those roles and positions, what support, and coaching, and development 

do you continue to have access to, and are provided? (District A, P5) 

 

Similarly, District B stressed the importance of a formal principal development 

program to help solidify a stronger talent pool of quality applicants when openings arise. 

The pool was pretty much depleted.  So, we said, "How do we identify the talent 

from within and create an internal group."  Now we're in our sixth cadre, 6.0 [of 

our principal development program] . . . So, we're working on our bench and the 

necessity to create a bench that is ready to take on leadership and principal roles 

in our district. (District B, P1) 

 

Moreover, District B considered its principal development program to be a model 

for leadership development. 
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I think our premiere program is our [principal development program] right now.  

And the exciting thing for me and probably for everybody is that it's been very 

fruitful since the institution and the fact that it gets better every year when you 

have a number of people who advanced in the organization by having gone 

through that. (District B, P3) 

 

District C also referenced its formal onboarding program for newly hired 

principals that is used for both principal development, networking, and project input. 

They meet monthly and there is a curriculum, an agenda.  They have homework 

that they have to do outside.  It gives them a networking opportunity with each 

other, where they really bond.  And they've helped us with different projects 

because we're creating a calendar at a glance for people in different roles.  And so, 

they've helped to put that together.  So, we've started our second cohort with our 

new principals this year . . . They also participate virtually so that they're always 

in contact with one another. (District C, P2) 

 

District C also noted it has a monthly collaborative meeting for principals with a 

collective focus on learning from one another to become better leaders. 

So, that's a monthly meeting where we really focus on leadership development.  

It's not administrative, it's more about us all learning together, how to be stronger, 

better leaders … I would say that was the most impactful piece that we have tried 

to recreate in other areas because it brought all the district leaders and campus 

principals together in the work, in creating the work.  And it's not just a sit and 

get, it's kind of the learning together process.  And so, I think that's been a huge 

piece of us moving the work forward. (District C, P1) 

 

Like District C, LCISD placed an emphasis on developing sitting principals 

through a collaborative program, along with an induction program.  

We’ve launched the principal or the induction 2.0, which is the principal 

induction program with first year principals.  Last year we launched the 

collaborative cohort, which is a group of mentor elementary principals that are 

mentoring some other elementary principals.  So, the whole process is providing 

support at the elementary level, some very structured support, for different 

individual principals. (LCISD, P3) 

 

When referencing leadership development for principals, LCISD described four 

main components: instructional leadership, strategic operations, human capital 
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development, and executive leadership.  Increased collaboration among the principal 

induction participants was also noted. 

It's a different group in a different level of preparation.  Just through their 

conversations you begin to see the connections and you begin to see them 

reaching out for one another to make those connections.  Those are the things that 

rejuvenate you so you're just not throwing somebody on a campus or in a 

leadership role and saying, "Have a nice day, do the best that you can, we'll see 

you in a year."  We're really being intentional about trying to support our leaders 

by our actions and the programming that we're providing so that they can help the 

teachers and they can help the students.  And that elevates everybody within the 

whole school district. (LCISD, P3) 

 

 

Theme 2: Assistant Principal Development Programs 

 All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts also placed an 

emphasis on implementing some type of assistant principal preparation or assistant 

principal development programming.  District A explained how it uses its principals to 

help identify and select promising employees from within the system who have the 

potential to become assistant principal candidates. 

The principals are very much involved in that process of selecting who's going to 

be nominated, if you will, for the Aspiring Administrator Institute.  That is like a 

master's cohort class, if you will.  We have them beginning in September and 

ending in April or May and we meet with them once a month, for two to three 

hours, and many different things that are done in that class. (District A, P1) 

 

District A also referenced the importance of using their leadership development 

programs as a way to align expectations across the district to reduce variance in assistant 

principal leadership quality. 

I think you heard two words that are important . . . purposeful, number 1, and 

then, formalize, because we had some pockets of excellence throughout the 

district.  But we had to formalize the mentoring program, for example, that it 

wasn't by chance that, oh if you’re an assistant principal, under [this person] 

you're going to get that mentorship, but if you're under [that person] you're not 

going to get that as much. (District A, P2) 
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However, all learning opportunities do not require a formal program.  For 

instance, if a principal in District A is unable to attend a professional development or 

learning opportunity, it was emphasized that they are encouraged to share that 

opportunity by sending an assistant principal in their absence.   

But they can send an AP if they want, if they're in some other kind of training or 

they have too much on their plate.  We have great professional development just 

on all kinds of topics and things. (District A, P3) 

 

District B similarly believed there is value in the preparation and development of 

assistant principals, which is why it noted the upcoming launch of a new assistant 

principal project this school year.  

We've also started this year a project or will be starting a project on assistant 

principal selection.  That's not yet underway, but it's on the horizon. (District B, 

P2) 

 

District B also mentioned that when it comes to assistant principal and principal 

development, the discussion has more recently shifted to system alignment.  

One of the things I would say has grown and changed over the 6 years … is that 

we're now aligning our systems.  We're not just trying to build leaders, but we're 

aligning that to our values and aligning that to our selection process, our 

professional development that's ongoing.  So, our area superintendents work with 

our principals and assistant principals with monthly meetings and different kinds 

of trainings and we're trying to get all of those systems aligned so that we're all 

working towards the same goal, to help better develop our leadership capacity.  

And that's a huge difference than where we were in the beginning. (District B, P5) 

 

District C also shared that it has formal structures in place to prepare aspiring 

assistant principals with their development. 

We've got teachers who want to be assistant principals.  They're in our [assistant 

principal] pipeline … So, we're working on different opportunities for them … 

We have our [assistant principal] pipeline that we use so once we've gone through 

and we've had people that applied that want to be assistant principals, they 

become part of the pipeline that can be used to actually apply for those positions.  

We're in the process of working with them specifically on different things that 

they need to be successful in their next role. (District C, P2) 
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Additionally, District C discussed the recent implementation of collaborative-

style retreats because it discovered there was a gap in collaborative learning among its 

assistant principals. 

So, our principals and district leaders were getting that [collaborative learning], 

but there was a gap with our assistant principals not receiving the same kind of 

learning.  So, now we've created these AP retreats where they come together a 

few times of the year and it's a similar style to what we do in our [principal and 

district leader collaborative meetings]. (District C, P2) 

 

To further its collaborative learning, District C also mentioned opportunities for 

assistant principals to learn by visiting other campuses. 

We have the [assistant principal] vacations, where they get to go and they get to 

visit other campuses and follow different principals and work with different APs 

and learn from them too.  And that happens a couple of times a year. (District C, 

P2) 

 

When discussing assistant principals, LCISD stated an area of focus is on 

identification.  It was explained that this begins with its University of Houston-Victoria 

(UHV) cohort, which is an onsite graduate program that leads to a master’s degree. 

Our first UHV cohort was actually 4 years ago… So, we had an opportunity to 

partner with them and had, I think, around 25 people work through their masters.  

But at that point we hadn't tightened our needs assessment and so they could 

pursue a master's degree really in anything.  And so, we had some do 

administration, we had some do instruction, some do special education.  When we 

started building our institute and really honing in on the leadership definition and 

what our needs were as a district, the next UHV cohort that went through was 

very focused and very intentional on creating assistant principals.  And so, I think 

it's just been a process that evolved really with that work. (LCISD, P4) 

 

LCISD noted that this partnership is beneficial because the content is tailored to 

focus on District initiatives that are unique to the organization. 

Well, I think with the UHV cohort and the pre-service piece, it's about getting 

them certified, getting them their master's degree.  But on the other side of that is 

building a cohort of leaders that are prepared to be leaders at LCISD.  So, there's 

work being done with the leadership definition.  There's work being done with the 

LCISD way with finance, with budgeting, with hiring, with instructional support.  
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So, it's a partnership with UHV that we really get to define to ensure that 

everything we're doing is aligned with leadership.  And it's actually led by, well 

there's a professor from the university, but there are two of our leaders in the 

district that are really driving the day to day work in that program. (LCISD, P4) 

 

LCISD also mentioned that it has a formalized induction program for first year 

assistant principals who are just stepping into the role. 

For first year assistant principals it’s providing that focus in instructional 

leadership, our leadership definition, strategic operations, human capital 

development, all of those kind of key areas that the state would expect of us in 

preparing principals and fine tuning their skillsets.  But also doing it in the Lamar 

way, which is defined by the leadership definition that was created by Lamar. 

(LCISD, P3) 

 

Theme 3: Diversified Development Opportunities  

 Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts also placed an 

emphasis on implementing a wide variety of trainings or diversified development 

opportunities for all employees beyond just campus administrators.  The rationale was to 

create a diversified pipeline of ready leaders to increase the overall capacity of employees 

within the system.  District A highlighted this through its entire series of leadership 

development institutes.    

We do have, currently, seven institutes now, that focus on a variety of the 

different levels that I mentioned, preservice, induction, emerging, and leadership; 

all the way down to the Teacher Leadership Institute, to where you have 

individuals that are classroom teachers, but they have a desire to be more in a 

leadership role.  We know there's a difference between teaching students and 

teaching adults and trying to assist them with that.  But that may be your 

department chairs, your team leaders, whatever they're called in our respective 

districts . . . instructional specialists, instructional coaches, things of that nature, to 

where they're working with those teachers in planning time and just equipping 

them. (District A, P2) 

 

District A clarified that it intentionally plans for diverse and targeted development 

opportunities, regardless of role or position. 
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I think going back to the overarching thing, when we talk about leadership 

development, more so of the leadership philosophy of our district, is that no 

matter what position you're in, in our district there is training provided for you.  

There is support provided for you.  It goes all the way back to our teachers.  When 

teachers enter our district, they get a mentor.  And then, we have at every campus 

a lead mentor to oversee that program for the campus.  And then, we have the 

district PD department, who oversees it.  And so I think that the overarching thing 

is, in any position or anywhere in the district, when a person has or is occupying a 

job, we need to make sure that we're continuing to train them, we continue to 

support them and they have an outlet to get the help and the assistance they need.  

And I think that has driven us all the way from our para-professionals, who now 

get trained also, to our principals, and even us, here at central office, there's 

learning opportunities that we do, both in district and out of district.  And I think 

it's just that overarching philosophy that we have. (District A, P3) 

 

District A stated that although the pathway to the principalship is a point of 

emphasis, there are just as many, if not more positions in leadership outside the 

principalship.   

Again, we like to be preparing people to take on those roles, whether it'd be 

assistant superintendents that are more involved directly with the administrative 

process, or whether it be in operations with finance.  All of those other areas.  So, 

we like to make sure that we're growing as much of that internally as we can. 

(District A, P2) 

 

District B echoed these sentiments by sharing its menu of leadership development 

programs that are either in place or on the horizon for various employees. 

We launched our teacher leadership cohort.  We have [assistant principal 

program], which is for assistant principals’; [principal program], which is 

principals; and then … expanding it into people who are not in a direct campus 

leadership position, but maybe want to work over here in a curriculum capacity, 

finance, whatever that might be. (District B, P5) 

 

Similar to District A, District B pushed the importance of career pathways for all. 

 

We're really trying to develop those indicator pathways, but not just for teachers, 

which is typically what's done, so we're trying to do that for everybody.  The 

career pathway. (District B, P4) 

 

Yet, District B also shared that although diversified development opportunities 

are important, they are still a work in progress.  
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I've actually been meeting with our professional development department … to 

look at what kinds of opportunities we could have out there for people in other 

departments, maybe in the finance world or maintenance or wherever, that would 

like to grow in leadership and have the chance to grow in our organization.  Are 

there modules we could put together or a menu of different things and different 

requirements that might be there?  Having something available so that no matter 

where you are in the organization, you could tap into that process.  It may not 

look like a cohort like we do for [our principal program], but it would still be 

something available.  So, that's to come.  We're really hoping for that. (District B, 

P5) 

 

Additionally, District B was the only public-school district that specifically 

referenced a student leadership development program.  

In November of every year, we have probably 400 students that arrive at an 

elementary school and a full day of leadership development that is beautifully 

done by the speakers, who are the student advisory board members or others, high 

school and middle students, that are leading the charge on leadership 

development. (District B, P1) 

 

LCISD repeatedly referenced that as it develops a framework of institute-style 

leadership development programs for campus administrators, it always looks to 

differentiate opportunities. 

We also have a group attending training at Rice this year.  So, it's honing the 

skills of those experienced leaders.  Trying to provide differentiated PD and 

differentiated support, that meets them where they are and where they need, what 

they need.  And so that piece I think is probably where we're still developing and 

still fleshing out what that looks like. (LCISD, P2) 

 

LCISD also mentioned it has a desire to expand these opportunities to areas 

beyond the instructional side of the organization. 

 I think it is definitely going to be continued growth as an organization because 

our conversation has been around principals and assistant principals.  And now a 

part of the overall vision is that we will be having a conversation around whether 

you're in operations or doing some of the other areas. (LCISD, P2)  

 

LCISD also noted a cultural element when it referenced empowering all 

employees to lead from their current role.  
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We have 5,000 employees.  Not everybody wants to be an assistant principal or a 

principal … We began to empower them as leaders in the seat that they were in.  

And you did not have to be an AP or principal to be a leader.  We expected 

everyone to lead from their current role.  And I think that gave meaning 

organization-wide not just for those who are looking to step into that AP or 

principal role. (LCISD, P5)  

 

Research Question 2: Impactful Strategy 

What is the most important leadership development strategy applied by high-

performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and develop 

campus administrators from within the system?  This was the second research question 

that guided this qualitative study.  Three themes emerged from the thematic coding of 

this question and included: Leadership Standards, Stakeholder Input, and a Culture of 

Feedback. 

 

Theme 1: Leadership Definition 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts discussed the 

importance of intentionally defining exactly what quality leadership looks like within the 

organization.  To achieve this, they each drafted leader standards to create a baseline 

leadership expectation for everyone in the organization.  For example, District A 

specifically referred to its portrait of an administrator to clarify roles, organizational 

values, and expectations among employees.   

What does it take to be a principal in [District A]?  Looking at the framework, 

looking at the standards, the principal standards.  What is that?  Because there was 

so much clutter out there, that I don't even know what it takes to be a principal in 

[District A].  So that was back to the voice of the customer on making sure that 

we identified that. (District A, P2)  

 

The sustainability of leader standards could also be inferred, as District A 

referenced that its portrait of an administrator is already more than a decade old. 



71 

 

One thing that's very important for us is the portrait of an administrator, a 

document that, to be quite honest, when I interviewed in [District A] in 2005, I 

found that on the website.  And I use that as a way to say, “Okay, what do I need 

to prepare for, as I'm interviewing in [District A].”  So, we want that document to 

stay alive, and to continue to make sure that those participants in the Aspiring 

Administrators Institute know what the portrait of a [District A] administrator is 

all about, and the five dimensions that make that up. (District A, P2) 

 

District B went through a similar process to clarify and define its preferred 

leadership values among employees. 

Last year, we launched a campaign to try to communicate that those values apply 

to everyone in the organization and that everyone could lead where they were, in 

the context in which they operated, regardless of whether they wanted to pursue a 

career pathway that would take them higher in their organization. (District B, P2) 

 

According to District B, the process of defining leadership values also offered 

transparency to everyone in the organization.  

Defining what a leader is.  Because that was our big, that's what was missing from 

the old principal pools and things that we did.  Everybody had their own concepts, 

so developing those leadership values was the most important thing we did.  

(District B, P4)  

 

District B also contended that leader standards reduce anxiety among potential 

campus administrator applicants. 

Defining what does being a leader mean?  Because we were getting a lot of 

information in the beginning.  People were getting frustrated.  They would get to 

the final table two or three times to be a principal and they didn't get the job.  And 

so, then it turns to what do you have to do?  Then the culture becomes, how do 

you get to be a principal?  [This person] must have to like you, or [that person] 

must have to like you.  So, to define that, I'd never been in an organization that 

actually defined that—what is a leader?  What are you actually looking toward 

and putting a pencil to paper?  And that's what took so long.  Because we wanted 

input from lots of people, because it can't just be what [this person] thinks is a 

leader, what [that person] thinks is a leader, what I think, this has to be a 

collective.  This is what our community expects in their leaders.  And I think 

that's been very valuable. (District B, P3) 

 

To further reduce subjectivity in the selection in campus administrators, District B 

created a rubric that is aligned with its leader values.  
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But now even with the principal selection process, there is a rubric tied to those 

values.  So, at every step of the way, that rubric is there and it's tied and it's all 

broken down into all of our values.  It's made it coachable and it's also made it fair 

and transparent, which before it was a little bit, people were questioning, "Did I 

get here just because of who I knew?" And things like that. (District B, P4)  

 

District C similarly found that defining leadership helped to shift the organization 

in a positive direction.  

[We] really started focusing on leadership and leadership definitions.  And so, 

that's kind of what prompted all of the change … Nothing was aligned and we 

didn't even define what great leadership looked like.  And so, that was the starting 

point. (District C, P2) 

 

District C also pointed out that once it defined quality leadership, it further 

clarified it by role to help employees better understand what is expected of them. 

Having that clarity and then having it by role so that people can, whether they're 

initiating their own development or whether they're part of a program or part of a 

system in the district, it's clear what kind of things they need to be mastering and 

learning in order to do well in those roles.  So, I'd say that, for me, that's the 

biggest shift is that we've recognized that it takes some pretty extraordinary 

people to do the things we need to do for students today.  Not that it hasn't in the 

past, but the challenges, I mean level of accountability is so much higher for every 

student, which is a good thing.  It just means that you've got to really make sure 

you have skilled leaders in every part of the pipeline to get the results for kids. 

(District C, P1) 

 

The need to align leader standards with the work that naturally occurs in an 

organization was also noted by District C. 

When we've asked leaders to do something, I can always go back to our profile of 

a leader and say, "Hey, this is where it is in our profile."  And what we've seen on 

campuses is that some of our leaders who've made a conscious effort to help 

teachers, to actually have them create a goal around the profile of the leader, those 

campuses, you can see it.  They've tied in their recognitions and things so that 

with their staff you can see that.  So, I think it's just the piece of how do we get all 

of our leaders to do that and help them if they don't know how to do that. (District 

C, P2) 

 

LCISD further supported the theme of defining quality leadership by describing it 

as a foundational piece to its leadership development work.   
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 I actually think one of the very first things we did was the leadership definition.  

And I want to start with that because I think that's what we used to build 

everything.  That really was the foundation of our program.  What does a leader 

look like?  What do we want them to know?  What skills do we want them to 

have?  And then from that we began to develop the pipeline pieces and the 

selection processes, things related to it.  I kind of think our definition was the 

basis. (LCISD, P2) 

 

According to LCISD, a leadership definition offers are clear roadmap on what is 

expected among employees.  

That is something that kind of gives us a blueprint as new leaders coming into the 

system on how we act and how we believe, which I think has to begin when 

you're developing people. (LCISD, P3) 

 

LCISD also explained how leader standards reinforce alignment, intentionality, 

and consistency throughout the organization.   

It brings some consistency throughout the entire system about what leadership 

and what the definition means.  Because it really and truly is our definition.  We 

had staff that was involved in the development of that definition.  And so, when 

you're in the interview process or working toward any of the programs that we 

have in place, when you start talking about a passion for people, we know what 

that means and is consistent across the board.  When you start talking about our 

plan for success, we know what that means because it's consistent across the 

board. (LCISD, P1) 

 

Theme 2: Stakeholder Input 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts discussed 

stakeholder input and the necessity to create leadership development structures 

collaboratively.  District A referenced how a committee of broad stakeholders was 

created to help launch the original work on leadership development.   

We knew what [the superintendent’s] vision was, but everybody in the central 

office needed to know what that was as well.  So, it was purposeful that each of 

the departments, obviously C&I, Student Services, HR, and Communications, you 

name it, they were around the table to have an understanding of what was going to 

take place and the why behind it.  And then, we selected that 40, 41-member 
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committee.  Principal, AP, director of instruction, all of those campus-based 

positions, and representation from those departments. (District A, P2) 

 

District A affirmed that the committee process was crucial for stakeholder 

understanding and ownership, so it was a process that could not be rushed. 

It was 9 months’ worth of, this is what we want.  Do you know what that did?  

That got the buy in that empowered them.  We started with, what are the best 

practices?  What are we doing already, very well?  Now, let's research the rest of 

the country.  What's taking place?  Chicago Public-Schools, the Wallace 

Foundation, all these other places, Miami, Dade.  The list goes on and on, the 

things that we started saying, "Okay … now, we need a continuum.  Something 

that's going to start at the teacher level and take us all the way to the 

principalship."  And once they get there, we still have to provide them the 

professional development opportunities, so they can continue to sharpen the saw, 

to grow and learn, et cetera.  So, I mean, if I had to do this all over again 

somewhere, I would start with that committee because it was so meaningful, and 

so powerful to make sure his vision was known by everyone 3 years down the 

road. (District A, P2) 

 

District B explained how it also emphasized gathering input from numerous 

stakeholders during the creation of its leadership definition.    

Everybody.  We took it to the whole principal group three times, maybe four.  We 

had multiple focus groups.  We sent out multiple surveys … our instructional 

leadership team here at central office looked at it … There were opportunities for 

feedback from pretty much anybody in the district in it.  But now I will say, I 

don't know that we got it out to custodians, cafeteria workers, that's probably a 

miss that we had, but anybody that was touching instruction for sure and folks 

over here [in central office]. (District B, P2)  

 

District C similarly noted the importance of co-creating its profile of a leader.  

 

We put it out to all the people.  We really did and we were very faithful in reading 

every small comment along the way.  Which was great … I found the other day, 

the very first profile of a leader that we had that was okay … It was just so funny 

to look back and see how many iterations it went through.  And even though our 

profile of a leader is pretty wordy, there was one that was even wordier … People 

just helped make it better, which I think helped people feel like they were part of 

designing it. (District C, P1) 

 

According to District C, the cocreation of the leadership development work 

alongside various stakeholders really helped with buy-in.  
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The closer you were to that work, then the more bought in you were.  So, 

principals and district leaders had a lot of active parts on it.  Where some other 

groups like teachers were able to review and give input, but it wasn't as 

widespread. (District C, P2) 

 

LCISD also reported a comparable committee structure to develop its leadership 

definition. 

We had like 25, 30 people on that committee and then there were the committees 

that worked on the competencies.  And it's not us telling them what we think it is.  

It was us asking what does it look like to you? (LCISD, P2) 

LCISD similarly reinforced the importance of stakeholder input to create buy-in.  

 

The process that we used to build our [leadership] definition was critical to that.  

We brought leaders together and said, "What do you think a good leader does?  

Give us some examples, give us some names.”  And they really said this is what 

good leaders do in our district.  This is what good leaders look like.  These are the 

behaviors that they exhibit and we found such a commonality that our leadership 

definition existed.  We just hadn't put words to it necessarily.  There was a 

common understanding of what good leaders in this district did.  And I do think 

that's part of the reason it caught fire so quickly because as soon as we put words 

to it everybody went, "Oh yeah, I know exactly what that looks like."  So, I would 

say that really is the right place to start.  You have to know what you want in 

leaders before you begin building them, identifying them, you got to know what 

you're looking for. (LCISD, P2)  

 

In addition to the leadership definition committee, LCISD also referenced the 

repeated use of stakeholder input as it created other leadership development initiatives, 

such as the UHV cohort. 

I just think it's so critically important when you talk about things that are most 

important.  I think having voice from every department that you can possibly 

include in the process is critical.  I mean, when I think back to the UHV cohorts 

and lessons and activities, there were budget and finance pieces and Yvonne came 

and talked with the group.  I think along the way there's lots that can be, that is 

done between instructional and hiring.  I think the more people you can involve, 

the better because it's just different perspectives on the same work, and that's 

huge. (LCISD, P5) 

 

Moreover, LCISD asserted that stakeholder input is a necessity because effective 

change cannot be imposed. 
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When change is imposed from one individual or even a handful of people, it's 

really easy to push back on that change, or for that change to actually not occur 

and become a part of the fabric of the organization over time.  There are some 

major, major changes that occurred within our organization over the last couple of 

years.  But when you look at what's occurring within the organization, there are 

teams of people that I think if you tried to take it away from them, I think you'd 

have a little bit of a challenge because especially those APs, those principals and 

the other people that are leading this, they see the value in it.  If you tried to 

change the hiring process down in HR right now, you'd get pushback from that 

group because they were a part of the change.  And I think that it’s a growth 

mindset that once it is embedded in the organization, your culture changes. 

(LCISD, P4) 

 

 

Theme 3: Culture of Feedback 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts discussed how 

creating a culture of feedback instills a healthy dialogue between district leadership and 

any employees who wish to pursue leadership opportunities within the organization.  

District A referenced how it intentionally reaches out to candidates who are not selected 

for leadership positions, to offer feedback on their interview or their development.  

When we do interviews, all the candidates that interview, that we bring to the 

table, and they're not selected, when we make that phone call to them, we do offer 

the opportunity, if they want to sit down and talk to us about the interview.  And I 

would say 75%, maybe higher than that, take advantage of that opportunity, 

which is great for us to be able to sit down with them and just talk about what 

went well, and really questioning skills.  Many times, when we interview or make 

a presentation, whatever, we're already critiquing ourselves once we get to the car.  

“Why didn't I say this?  Why I didn't say it like that.”  So, it starts with that.  But 

just being able to give them some specific things, that if given the opportunity to 

interview again, here are a few things you may consider, talk a little bit more 

detail about whatever it is.  So, that's been beneficial.  And those are fun 

conversations to have.  The ones that they've been in there three times, sure, they 

are a little bit more challenging, but it's something that needs to take place.  And 

there have been some times that where we'd have to talk about, is the 

principalship for you.  Let's talk about that a little bit more. (District A, P2) 

 

However, the focus on feedback goes both ways, as District A mentioned it was 

constantly gathering feedback on what can be improved within the system.  
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Another word that I think is important, and we've mentioned it a few times, is 

feedback.  Getting the feedback.  And that's purposeful in what we do with each 

of these institutes.  And we modify our instruction, based on the feedback of our 

learners.  And I think that's important. (District A, P2)  

 

Similarly, District B explained its commitment to make its senior leaders 

available to give and receive feedback at various leadership development programs. 

A principal coming through here will say, 'Wait a minute, we've been exposed to 

all the upper management here.  I know who to call, when to call.  And it's okay 

to call."  So, much of what happens by being distant from your future leaders is 

that you have a misunderstanding or you have a lack of knowledge or awareness 

that, "Hey, we're in this together and we can help you."  So, we have new 

principals this year that I think are calling and it's much easier now than it's ever 

been before.  But my hope is after this year, and those that become selected, 

understand, "I can call [this person] on speed dial, I can call [that person], I can 

call [that [person]."  So, from that, I think it's been an investment that we're 

continuing to modify and continue to make improvements upon.  But I mean, 

we're very, very excited about those opportunities that had been availing of it. 

(District B, P1)  

 

According to District B, this strategy was already working through increased 

dialogue and feedback from employees. 

They’re now valuing the fact, "Let me go to speak to [this person].  Can I go talk 

to [this person]?" So, that's a wonderful offset of what's happened as a result of 

people not getting that job, because before it was like, "We don't get feedback.  

What do we do?" Now, it's, "Hey, go talk to [this person]." (District B, P1)  

 

District B also noted its leadership definition had been embraced as a tool to 

utilize when delivering feedback to employees. 

I was able to talk to them about, which value, maybe what was missing and then 

make recommendations on things they can work on this year to get experiences to 

help them be able to build upon their ability to do better next time.  So, that's 

different. (District B, P2)  

 

District C also shared how its profile of a leader is being used as a guide for 

employee feedback.  As such, it noted the inclusion of proven research helped to make 

this profile more substantive.  
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Feedback is such a fun buzz word.  Everybody wants to make sure everyone got 

feedback.  But if one, you don't use the feedback to improve, then it's a big waste 

of everybody's time.  And two, if an important piece of feedback that's informing 

your work isn’t around all the extensive research that we know does work in 

schools, then you could really design something that sounds really fun and feels 

really good but might not actually help you to improve outcomes for kids.  And 

so, I think that is a critical part of the process.  And we did spend a lot of time on 

that. (District C, P1) 

 

LCISD affirmed the benefits of using leader standards as a feedback tool for 

employee dialogue and employee reflection.   

 I also think it's given us a common language when people don't get a position that 

they want, we can begin to have conversations with them based on the 

competencies in the leadership definition as to where their growth areas are.  And 

we can also give them tools.  I can sit down and debrief with the candidate and 

say, "Here were the areas that we felt like maybe there's some growth and here's 

some things you can specifically do."  Because now they're identifiable.  It's not 

just, it's not a good fit or it just wasn't the right time.  It's very concrete.  Here's the 

gap area, here's some suggestions for growth.  Here's some things you can work 

on with your current administrator.  Here's someone who's really good in this 

area.  And so, it seems far more concrete as to why individuals get and don't get a 

position.  And in order to get them ready for obtaining those positions, they've got 

very identifiable competencies that they need to excel in. (LCISD, P4) 

 

LCISD mentioned that because leader standards offer a more transparent 

approach for feedback, employees are also more receptive. 

Even those individuals that were not placed, they're going through the process.  

They do some self-analysis of what they need to take and work on because I've 

had several of them say, you know, "I know what I need to do in order to be in a 

position to perhaps be selected the next time around." (LCISD, P4) 

 

Additionally, the notion of embracing feedback from employees to inform 

program improvement was also referenced by LCISD. 

Having the opportunity for them to provide us feedback on what that learning 

needs to be has to be integral to the process of the induction programs because we 

need to meet the leaders where they are, to help to strengthen their weaknesses 

and their own buy-in in the process. (LCISD, P3) 
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LCISD shared the following examples of how employee feedback shapes 

leadership development programming in real time.  

I think early on you have to embrace the motto feedback is a gift.  Feedback from 

each other.  Feedback from the staff, feedback from your participants, feedback 

from the people who didn't get selected to participate.  I think you have to really 

be open to what they have to say and really honor what they tell you.  Because we 

had some challenges when that first group [of UHV graduates] interviewed and 

not everybody got in [the assistant principal talent pool].  And when they said, 

"Hey, we think you did this wrong."  We could not bristle and get defensive.  We 

had to say, "Did we?  Okay we did.  So, let's tell you how we're going to fix it." 

And then I think that's a very different mindset. (LCISD, P4) 

 

 

Research Question 3: Continuous Improvement 

What are the suggestions to improve the leadership development strategies and 

structures used by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to 

identify and develop campus administrators from within the system?  This was the third 

research question that guided this qualitative study.  Three themes appeared from the 

thematic coding of this question and included: Continuous Program Development, 

External Input, and Mentoring and Coaching.  

 

Theme 1: Continuous Program Development 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts referenced the 

importance of continuous program development and how leadership development is an 

iterative process.  Despite working on leadership development programming for more 

than a decade, District A stated that it is far from finished.  

No, we're never going to be done.  No.  We're excited.  We're going to learn next 

week with 89 other districts across the United States, with the Wallace 

Foundation, talking about the pipeline to the principalship.  You share your best 

practices, but I guarantee you, we're going to learn from other people.  So, it's 

always that mindset of we can be better tomorrow and the next day. (District A, 

P2) 
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District A further emphasized how it was constantly looking for ways to improve 

its leadership practices through reflection. 

I think it's a continuously evolving, because this summer we spent time, really 

going back looking at the institutes under us and recalibrating those.  And what 

we did is we looked at the curriculum that we have, and asked is it still meeting 

our needs, number one?  [The superintendent] has a vision.  Does it support that?  

Does it have deeply embedded customer service aspects, relationships, and 

people.  So, we went back and made sure those pieces were in there.  Equity is a 

big thing that we're talking about a lot.  So, we went back and put those pieces in 

there.  And we go to a lot of trainings ourselves. (District A, P3) 

 

Even though several formalized institutes to develop leaders are already in place, 

District A noted that it will continue to plan and create new institutes that offer growth 

opportunities for its employees.  One example included recent discussions on central 

office preparation.  

Principals have asked us, "Okay, do we have an Institute for those that want to be 

at central office?" We've got these other institutes for the principalship, but I'm a 

principal and, perhaps, I want to be an assistant superintendent.  It may be in 

school leadership, but it may be in another area as well.  So that's a gap that we 

know we have already.  And we've heard that from several principals.  We do 

utilize the Region 4 Superintendent Certification program, things like that, to help 

fill that void.  But we know, internally, that's an area. (District A, P2) 

 

District A also discussed the launch of a new institute this year that was focused 

on public speaking and presentations. 

The Presenter Institute all came about for those that are in leadership roles, but 

just wanted to sharpen the saw, if you will, in their skillset on creating and 

delivering presentations for the adult learner.  And that's emphasized, because it's 

the adult learner and not in the classroom, not with students.  Actually, I think the 

first meeting is this week of that Institute. (District A, P2) 

 

District B specified that it was currently focused on revamping its principal 

selection process, while looking more closely at assistant principal selection. 

We did an extensive process to revamp our principal selection process and it was 

already solid, but we definitely tweaked and refined it.  We've also started this 
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year a project or will be starting a project on assistant principal selection.  That's 

not yet underway, but it's on the horizon. (District B, P2) 

 

Additionally, District B shared plans to refine its employee evaluation and 

identification processes. 

We've got the leadership values and the expectations and roles, definitions, et 

cetera.  And so, do we tie their evaluation to it?  And if so, what does that look 

like?  At all levels.  So, there's some of that, even in our central office, we're 

working on that right now.  (District B, P4) 

 

Similarly, District B planned to continue to review and advance its work 

surrounding its teacher leader pathway. 

The teacher leader pathway, we do have a training program, a cohort kicking off 

tonight.  But actually defining the pathway and what teachers, leaders do on a day 

in and day out basis.  We have right now a lot of different positions that serve in 

that role, but could we do a role definition for them, could we clean up that 

pathway so that we have that better defined, I think are definitely some next steps 

for us. (District B, P2) 

 

District C surfaced the need to intentionally foster a culture of continuous improvement. 

I think the forever learning piece that [the superintendent] talks about, that we do 

have more people who want to continuously grow and improve and they are 

starting to own that and they look for different opportunities.  We still have room 

to improve in that area, but compared to where we were 5 years ago, I think it's 

night and day difference. (District C, P2) 

 

Regarding future programming, District C noted that it is focused on furthering 

the work around employee evaluations. 

So, the evaluation team working group is still working on the evaluation, but 

because that's becoming more of a streamlined practice, it's not as much work.  

It's just kind of maintaining it and then figuring out how to improve it.  But they 

are also transferring it to start looking at role definition, specifically for assistant 

principals and teacher leaders.  So, that's something that is different that we 

haven't done in the past.  And they're trying to create different models that they 

could potentially pilot next year.  So, that's one area of really trying to make those 

APs instructional leaders, but also building capacity with teachers. (District C, P2) 
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District C also reported that it is looking for new ways to create personalized 

learning opportunities.   

I think we've got really good programs in place, but if we could then start looking 

at people's evaluations and also design specific personalized learning 

opportunities for them to make them stronger in the areas that they're strong with, 

while also plugging in the gaps where they need to grow, that's another direction 

that we can go with all the different levels of leadership in our district. (District C, 

P2) 

 

However, District C also emphasized the need to continue to connect its work on 

employee evaluations back to its data systems. 

What was transformative to me, in terms of using the profile of a leader, was the 

evaluation system and then the connection to the data on the back end, to me, is 

what's going to help drive the future growth.  Once people started getting 

evaluated against the instrument, their attention to this thing became very 

important.  What was actually on that document and not just the document, but 

what was in the competencies, then people care.  I mean, we all did because you 

had to go through and self-reflect on where were you were with all of these 

pieces.  So, I think that's really helped in where we are, where we're starting to get 

all the things linked up in the data system. (District C, P1)  

 

In fact, District C estimated that data systems would be the catalyst to all of its 

future work around projecting vacancies and finding the right talent.   

I think that's a huge project to tackle, but now it's exciting that there are 

foundational pieces in place so we actually can do that.  I'm not saying it's going 

to be easy; I'm just saying it's going to be very important.  And then . . . being able 

to use the data to inform those decisions that are specifically around leadership 

development and talent.  Because of course we have lots of ways that we use data 

in the selection process, especially if we're looking at people’s historical 

performance on a campus, if they're going to be moving into a different role.  But 

this is going to be really neat for thinking long term about where we're going to 

have a need and then how we make sure we have people prepared for it.  I'm 

excited about that. (District C, P1)  

 

LCISD echoed that the leadership development work is never complete because 

the education process is never stagnant. 

I don't think you'll ever see it during an administrative career where it's done.  I 

think with everyone, if you're 5 years out, 10 years out, 15 years out, the work is 
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going to change … In public-school, educating kids, there's going to be some 

changes and if you're not willing to change, or the system is not capable of 

adapting to that, then you're going to be stuck doing the same thing that you've 

always done. (LCISD, P1) 

 

Additionally, LCISD stated that it needs to expand its continuous improvement 

efforts to operations and support services.  

If we get to the point where we sit back and think our work is done, we're fooling 

ourselves because it's going to continue, the demand is going to continue.  So, we 

have to continue to grow what offerings we have so that we're meeting everyone’s 

needs.  We also need to expand into the non-instructional side … What does 

leadership selection look like in lawn works?  What does it look like in child 

nutrition?  We have to grow it in every department, not just campus leadership. 

(LCISD, P2) 

 

LCISD also elaborated on plans to refine its selection process for UHV preservice 

participants.  

I know one of the areas we're working to refine is the application process and the 

choosing of the next [UHV preservice] cohort.  So, when we looked at the group, 

of the last cohort there were 20, and about 10 to 15 of them, we would say were 

hirable and what we really are looking for.  So, we had an application that was 

aligned to leadership definition but we can tighten that up.  And we can use other 

data sources to maybe tighten that group as we look at starting the next cohort in 

January of 2020. (LCISD, P2) 

 

LCISD discussed plans to launch a leadership identification working group. 

I think the other piece that we're also working on in identifying current leaders, is 

in regard to talent identification and that is also another cross functional kind of 

effort, where academics and leadership development are intertwined with human 

resources.  [We’re] working kind of side by side and identifying our leaders and 

hiring our leaders and then training our leaders.  It's all together.  And so that is 

the next level of work. (LCISD, P3) 

 

 

Theme 2:  External Input 

All four of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts referenced 

how external input can help to calibrate and improve the leadership development 

strategies that are being implemented.  District A noted that it regularly looks for 
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opportunities to inspect what others are doing or to attend a training that has the potential 

to influence the leadership development programs that are already in place. 

We went to Harvard, and the New York City Leadership Academy.  Myself and 

one of the other assistants, who have spent a week in their institute, really talking 

about the standards for those who supervise principals.  So, we went to that, and 

we came back with fresh new ideas from there, and also the turnaround school 

institute, in Harvard.  And we've used all those things to recreate our curriculum, 

to make sure that we're staying current with the educational trends, but also 

meeting the needs of our district and looking at what pieces we have to implement 

… So, we go back and recalibrate.  I think there's always new things that you got 

to continue to train your existing leaders, but also your emerging leaders and 

that’s what we’ve tried to do. (District A, P2) 

 

However, external input does not require significant travel.  District A also 

provided several local and regional examples of external training and input.  

All the things that we do outside of [District A] as well.  Being involved in 

Harvard, being involved in what used to be the Rice Education Entrepreneurship 

program.  Now, the TASA Academy for Transformational Leadership, Texas 

ASCD Leadership Academy, the National Association of Elementary School 

Principals, National Principal Certification.  I'll stop at that one.  But my point is, 

we've got some phenomenal staff development, professional learning 

opportunities in our district, but giving them the opportunity, as we're learning 

from you, when we sit and talk with you, to be able to learn from people outside 

of our district as well.  And sometimes outside of the state. (District A, P2)  

 

Likewise, District B referenced its partnership with external consultants to help 

create or refine several of its leadership development programs and initiatives.     

We were lucky to have [consultants] in our district for 2 years helping.  I don't 

know how a district would make these kinds of changes unless they created new 

positions to do it … So, that would be a difficult part for me to look at a district 

that didn't have the support of [consultants] to make a change.  Where's the 

support going to come from to implement these changes? (District B, P3) 

 

District C shared how its profile of a leader went through several iterations, but 

the external input from the business community and higher education helped to shape the 

final product.    
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I think we were really thoughtful on all the design teams for each of the guiding 

documents to try to think about who were the right people to give input.  So, 

again, going back and thinking about big employers, big universities, what are 

they looking for in a learner?  So, they really provided a lot of input.  But then, in 

addition to being thoughtful about key groups, you wanted to make sure you also 

gave people the opportunity to generate input, to provide input.  Even if they're a 

community member that's completely disconnected from the district, they may 

have valuable input. (District C, P1) 

 

District C also turned to research to ensure it was incorporating proven strategies into its 

leadership development programming that would be effective in any school district.  

We looked at the Wallace Foundation, McREL.  We went deep into research to 

try to derive something that would be applicable no matter what challenge you 

were trying to solve. (District C, P1) 

 

LCISD explained how its preservice partnership with the University of Houston-

Victoria (UHV), has enabled the learning to be tailored specifically to LCISD.  

It’s a partnership with UHV that we really get to define to ensure that everything 

we're doing is aligned with leadership.  And it's actually led by, well there's a 

professor from the university, but there are two of our leaders in the district that 

are really driving the day to day work in that program. (LCISD, P3) 

 

LCISD also shared that it is sending some of its veteran campus administrators to 

Rice University to analyze leadership development training occurring there. 

We also have a group attending training at Rice this year.  So, it's honing the 

skills of those experienced leaders.  Trying to provide differentiated PD and 

differentiated support, that meets them where they are and where they need, what 

they need. (LCISD, P2) 

 

LCISD mentioned its partnership with The Holdsworth Center and encouraged 

others to seek out external support around leadership development. 

Don’t be afraid to have expert support because there are lots of opportunities for 

that.  We were very fortunate to have Holdsworth as an opportunity for expert 

support and having discussions around change and understanding how that works. 

(LCISD, P1) 
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Theme 3: Mentoring and Coaching 

Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts noted how 

mentoring and coaching is a key part of its leadership development programming.  

District A shared how its goal-setting process is very intentional to ensure mentoring was 

ingrained throughout the organization 

One of [the goals] was mentorship and making a formalized mentor plan, to 

where every principal, every assistant principal, every director instruction, and 

associate principal got that mentorship and it was formalized. (District A, P2) 

 

District A also noted this plan had expanded to the noninstructional side of the 

organization. 

People in transportation have mentors.  The mentor philosophy has grown. 

(District A, P1) 

 

In terms of formalized coaching, District A explained how it outsourced that component 

with the Flippen Group. 

Our coach associated with the Flippen Group, coaches each of the individuals on 

establishing an action plan.  Yes, it's good to know our strengths, but it's also to 

know what our constraints are, and what do I need to do to overcome those 

constraints. (District A, P2) 

 

District A stated that it utilized its retired principals as coaches to help guide 

newly placed principals in a constructive way. 

We started probably eight, nine years ago, our new principal coaching program, 

where they're also assigned the leadership coach which is one of our retired 

principals . . . Thirteen principal coaches that are all retired.  Okay, [this person] 

just retired and he walks out with 35 years of experience, 21 as a principal.  How 

are we capturing some of that?  And we went to the principal coaching program, 

to where the retired principals are hired as coaches.  We use Title II funding for 

that, and it’s not evaluative in any form or fashion. (District A, P2) 

 

District A shared that this model has been effective because it is less evaluative 

and more supportive.  
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Another reason we went that direction.  It needs to be that confidant.  It needs to 

be that person that they can trust.  It's a gradual release program, and it is for the 

first 3 years … and that’s unique.  You may see [a mentoring or coaching 

program] that has that program for 1 year, but we know that 1 year in the 

principalship, there's still a lot of learning taking place, and support is needed.  

So, the first semester of year one, it's a weekly basis, to where that coach is 

coming on campus and spending anywhere, two, three hours with you.  You name 

it, he's with you, she's with you, in parent meetings, in staff meetings, and 

instructional walks.  The list goes on and on.  And as they come back week after 

week, what we have found is the principal has a list, has those things ready to talk 

to that coach about. (District A, P2) 

 

District A also explained that it regularly trained all of its coaches to ensure there 

was alignment in messaging across the district.     

We're fortunate that we're able to do that.  And I can share with you, that in every 

year with 13 coaches, even having 16 new principals, that budget is $85,000 or 

$90,000.  So, when you look at the difference that's making and the amount of 

money, it's really a wonderful investment to make sure that those principals are 

successful.  Especially in the first 3 years. (District A, P2) 

 

In addition to coaches, District A noted the use of mentors. 

 

If we have 13 coaches, they're coaching more than one person at a time.  They 

may have a brand-new person, but they may have a year-3 person too.  So that's 

how we do several.  But they also have their mentor, and that's for the day-to-day.  

The coach is really for leadership, and just to run every situation.  But the mentor 

is getting the same emails they're getting.  And they're saying, "Oh my gosh, did 

you remember to turn that in on that deadline?"  So that's the difference. (District 

A, P1)  

 

District B also mentioned that it was launching into a culture of coaching and it 

plans to build upon that work.  

We also last year did a lot of work with coaching and trying to create a coaching 

culture among our leaders.  That work is continuing this year. (District B, P2) 

 

LCISD explained how all campus administrators and many district administrators 

recently completed a four-part training on mentoring and coaching, which had helped to 

shift mindsets among its employees. 
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[Our employees] are in a much different place in their leadership process and are 

coachable and have been mentored and they are being coached to step into that 

[leadership] role.  (LCISD, P4) 

 

Additionally, LCISD implemented a formal mentoring model among its 

elementary principals last school year.  

The collaborative cohort is a group of mentor elementary principals that are 

mentoring some other elementary principals.  So, the whole process is providing 

support at the elementary level, some very structured support, for different 

principals. (LCISD, P3) 

 

According to LCISD, the collaborative cohort had evolved to allow for more 

participant input and ownership in the learning process.   

We only had one shift in membership and [we] turned [the learning] over to them 

this year to really lead those meetings and conversations and it's been incredible 

to see them lead … Sometimes the ones you don't realize are going to rise to the 

top do rise to the top.  But everybody's taken their role and their place and they 

are sharing information with each other.  It really is a self-sustaining cohort where 

they are a learning group together, a PLC and that's been exciting to see. (LCISD, 

P2). 

 

Research Question 4: Leadership Development Challenges 

What are the perceived challenges of implementing the leadership development 

strategies and structures employed by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school 

districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators from within the system?  

This was the fourth research question that guided this qualitative study.  Three themes 

emerged from the thematic coding of this question and included: Contextual 

Considerations, Crucial Conversations, and Time Constraints.  

 

Theme 1: Contextual Considerations 

Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts referenced the 

importance of context and how it shapes where the leadership development work begins 
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and how it is organized.  District A noted that due to context, there is no uniform order 

for leadership development work, but having a committee or collaborative process is 

where the work should always begin.   

I hate to keep going back to the committee, but if I was doing this in another 

district, I mean, that's where I would begin.  Because you've got to have the buy 

in, you’ve got to have the empowerment. (District A, P2) 

 

District A also stated that where you begin depends on context, but data should 

inform your initial strategies. 

You've got to look at your data for that particular district and say, "Where are we 

having the biggest gaps?  Is it at the AP level, or do we have a high turnover in 

principals?  Are we having a high turnover in teachers?" And I think once you 

identify that, you do a root cause analysis with a committee, to look at, okay, 

here's where we're starting our problem.  This is our number one, number two, 

number three.  How are we going to go about addressing those through training, 

and leadership development? (District A, P2) 

 

The importance of pacing was also pointed out by District A. 

 

You can't start it all at once … Maybe aspiring principals is where you need to 

start with an intense program of meeting all those needs.  Or maybe you're seeing 

a high turnover rate in your principal positions, then obviously, that would be 

your focus. (District A, P5)  

 

District C agreed that there must be reflection on the front end and the creation of 

its leader profile helped to guide the first phase of leadership development work. 

It's really hard to determine what programs you're going to place and how you're 

going to develop people if you don't even know what it is that you're looking for 

or what the expectations are for those that you have in your system.  And so, I 

think having that [profile of a leader] and that being very clear.  And then finding 

out where everyone currently is within that profile, then allows you to determine 

what your next steps are. (District C, P1) 

 

District C also noted the work cannot be rushed, and it is unlikely to look the 

same in all contexts. 

I think if I could go back, I think the order of events all made sense and the 

sequencing was solid, it was very fast.  I think it was good that it was all built and 
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it just worked for our context at the time.  I think it could be difficult in other 

contexts. (District C, P1) 

 

Moreover, District C contended that the organization has to be ready for change, 

otherwise it could be difficult to implement leadership development initiatives.   

Back to what I said about context and taking the time to assess the organization's 

readiness for what you're doing.  Because we had a really pivotal window where 

we'd been going in such a direction, it wasn't necessarily bad, it was just it had 

gotten a little stagnant.  And so, really assessing the organization's readiness to 

receive the change that's coming and then making sure that that change is 

communicated in a way that does build opportunities for co-creation … We got to 

98% of people being able to say, "Yes, I know what this looks like and I'm bought 

in."  But then when I think back to the teachers and I think about how to learn 

from that, that's one of the pieces that I would caution people about.  What's the 

level of readiness?  Not just the overall organization, but by role.  You know, 

these people may be ready, they may be craving the change.  These people may 

be experiencing so much other change over here, they're not ready for this kind of 

change yet.  And so, just really trying to think through the timing on things and 

not just think through what you're trying to accomplish, but how the people in the 

midst of that [change] are going to experience what you're trying to accomplish.  

That would just be something I would say as a word of encouragement to people 

as they plan the implementation. (District C, P1) 

 

LCISD also affirmed that a collaborative process is the appropriate place to begin 

leadership development work.  

We would begin with the leadership definition again because it allowed us to 

build everything from there.  And the process that we use to build our definition 

was critical to that.  We brought leaders together and said, "What do you think a 

good leader does?  Give us some examples, give us some names.”  And they 

really said this is what good leaders do in our district.  This is what good leaders 

look like.  These are the behaviors that they exhibit and we found such a 

commonality that our leadership definition existed.  We just hadn't put words to it 

necessarily.  There was a common understanding of what good leaders in this 

district did.  I think that's part of the reason it caught fire so quickly because as 

soon as we put words to it everybody went, "Oh yeah, I know exactly what that 

looks like."  So, I would say that really is the right place to start.  You have to 

know what you want in leaders before you begin building them, identifying them, 

you got to know what you're looking for. (LCISD, P2) 

 

Additionally, LCISD agreed that need should define the order of leadership 

development work. 
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When we began looking at other districts and said, "Well, hey, when you're 

refining your selection process, where did you start?" Because we wanted to learn 

from others.  And everybody said, "Well, we started with the principal position 

and we asked the question, why?" Well, because it was small and it was targeted 

and we felt like we could have the most impact.  And so, when I went back to the 

team and said, "Where do we start?" And they said, "AP, we're going to be hiring 

way too many of them.  We need to have the biggest bang for the buck.  And 

that's where we start." And so, your context really does matter.  What is critical, 

what is the most, the biggest need in your organization is where you really need to 

start.  Where are you going to have the most bang for your buck? (LCISD, P2) 

 

Theme 2: Crucial Conversations 

All four of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts recalled the 

need for crucial conversations to help move the leadership development work forward.  

District A, for example, stated how it had to initially clarify and emphasize the purpose of 

each institute and how candidate selection required tactful communication. 

One thing they would really talk about early on in this, and districts are bad about 

this, is anybody that's upright and breathing comes to their principal and says, "I'd 

like to be in the leadership Academy."  The principal didn't want to make anybody 

mad, so they just put them in there.  We've been much more intentional about 

saying you just can't get in just because you want to get in.  So, we don't want 

people viewing this as a way to make more money.  We want to view them to 

view it where they can be a leader and that we're in investing in them.  We want it 

to be someone we can grow. (District A, P1)    

 

District A noted this process of change required some continual dialogue about 

the purpose and desired outcomes of the leadership institute. 

There were some individual situations, where we just had to say to the principal, 

"Okay, remember what the purpose of this Institute is."  It's not, again, that this 

will help [this person] be a better candidate.  It's that [this person] is ready now 

for the principalship.  You're signing off … We're not looking at all that other 

stuff, because if the principal doesn't feel like they're ready, they're not ready.  So, 

we had to do a little re-teaching. (District A, P2) 

 

District B also explained that it had to push leadership development programming 

as a priority before the organization took it seriously.  
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You know how some districts or campuses will have a motto of the year, tied to 

superheroes or whatever the thing is for that year to welcome people back.  This is 

our theme.  And I think even after all that work and feedback in different groups 

looking at our leadership values, I think there was a little bit of thinking that, "Oh, 

that's just this year's thing." So, now as we continue to, over multiple years, build 

our systems around those, I think that in itself helps to signal that these aren't 

going away.  They're not a theme.  They're the fabric of who we are. (District B, 

P1) 

Yet, District B contends the resulting buy-in is crucial to successfully implement 

any leadership development initiatives.  

I think the biggest one, is the buy-in and I think it's having that mind shift that we 

have to have, and we're still struggling with that a little bit because you've always 

got to, this is the way we've always done it.  Even though you say, "Yes, I believe 

in leadership values," when push comes to shove and you have to really change 

the way you think about things, but it's happening.  It's just that sometimes you've 

got to remind people why we do what we do … So, it's just making sure that that 

stays at the forefront all the time.  I think that's been a little bit difficult to get 

everybody to buy into it. (District B, P5) 

 

Moreover, District B referenced how leadership development plans may appear 

productive on paper, but challenges may appear during implementation.  

We're still in that piece of the change management part of this, I think.  It's a who 

moved my cheese thing.  It sounds really good until somebody actually realizes 

their cheese got moved and it's like, "Wait, what happened here?" I think we hit 

that in the principal selection process.  We had a lot of feedback about it's who 

you know, it's not what you know.  And for someone not selected for a position, 

that's an easy thing to tell yourself to get over the hurt of not being the candidate 

that moved forward.  But when we actually enacted some of this, we had people, 

some of us sometimes, even questioning, but now wait, we know this person, why 

are they not advancing?  And so, that caused us to take a hard look at how we 

were contributing to that inside and outside of this room.  Principals would call, 

"My AP's great, what do you mean they're not going forward?" Well, we have a 

new process. (District B, P2) 

 

District C affirmed the importance of communicating the change process early 

and often, while also planning adjustments with the end user. 

There needs to be a lot of thought around how things are communicated, and that 

can't be an after thing, it has to be a part of it.  Otherwise, you'll be repeating 

things.  And I would just say that when you get to the calibration piece, we did a 

really good job with the evaluation team of taking our time as to how we actually 
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implemented and who we implemented it with.  And then with those who are 

actually using the tool, having conversations about what does this mean, what is a 

4, what is a 3, what is it when we say somebody exceeds? . . . So, I think there 

was a lot of work that was done around that and it's continuing to be done around 

that now that it's spread out to more people.  Because then where it goes out to 

them, you got to recalibrate to make sure it's being used correctly.  But there 

needs to be thought about that. (District C, P3) 

 

District C also mentioned its desire to continue discussions around a culture of 

owning personal leadership.  

We call it being a forever learner, but I think that's probably another shift, and a 

shift that we're still in the process of here, is that I think that people think of 

development.  What is somebody going to do for me?  What am I going to get in 

this program and this program is going to do this thing for me, for my 

development?  But trying to shift to more of a culture of ownership where it's like 

everybody's owning their own development and taking the initiative to pursue the 

things that they need to, which I think is part of going back to like having the 

clarity around what's required for the role.  Because if you have that, then you can 

self-assess all the time. (District C, P1)  

 

LCISD highlighted how the internal communication and collaboration among 

those creating leadership development programs is essential to move the work forward.  

I think maybe what I would do differently in the beginning is spend some time 

saying, "What are going to be your key initiatives?  Is it going to be that cohort?" 

And then that would create some of that alignment.  And it would also really kind 

of emphasize the integration and the interface that needs to happen between each 

of the initiatives.  In the beginning we stumbled a little bit.  We all kind of 

operated in a little bit in isolation and it was the learning curve that I would say 

really when you start it, start with the integration. (LCISD, P4) 

 

For example, LCISD referenced how departments and working groups can easily operate 

in isolation, if left unchecked during the design phase. 

The siloing piece.  We had to overcome some of that because everybody had to 

step out of their comfort zone and out of their area in order to create the 

collaboration around all of the work that was being done with the leadership 

definition, the institute, any all of those. (LCISD, P2) 

 

LCISD also mentioned that the nature of the work can lead to uncomfortable 

conversations, which is why effective teaming is important. 
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It can be quite uncomfortable at times and you need to get comfortable with the 

uncomfortable because the end result is really what you have to focus on.  So, I 

think there were some, I don't want to say internal struggles . . . I think there were 

some challenges.  The growth wasn't always easy or always comfortable, but I 

think everybody was willing [to participate].  And I think that's where you need to 

be.  You've got to have everybody that says, "I'm in, regardless of when it gets 

tough, I'm in."  And I think it's fine, but if you got some hesitancy that, you just 

have to be all in. (LCISD, P2) 

 

Theme 3: Time Constraints 

Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts referenced time 

constraints and how embarking on leadership development work requires a substantial 

time commitment from various stakeholders.  District B noted that time was a major 

challenge to overcome. 

The biggest challenge from my point of view has been instituting all this while 

you're running a district, because I mean, [we have] spent there's no telling how 

many hours … it wasn't quick. (District B, P3) 

 

District B also emphasized the time involved leads to a slower overall process that 

requires patience. 

It's slower.  You want to be able to see the fruits of your labor to kind of get the 

excitement and momentum going.  But at first, when it takes a year to build a 

leadership definition, that's slow.  And so, people are hearing about all this or 

everybody's going to committee meetings and you don't see the benefit for a 

while.  I think we're finally getting to a place where we're starting to see things 

come together.  I 'm starting to have teachers go, "Oh, I see what you all are 

working on, aha."  People are starting to see the fruits of it and that's going to help 

us build momentum to keep going on the journey.  But at first, it's kind of hard, 

you have a bump to get over because it's slow at first.  Because you're trying to do 

something that's not just putting something in as a band aid, you're trying to redo 

the system and redo the way you look at everything and it's just slow. (District B, 

P5) 

 

Conversely, District C described a quicker pace in its leadership development 

work that resulted in some gaps to address later.   
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I wish there was a way we could have slowed down a little bit more with the 

teachers because I think we built our whole theory of action on, "Well, if we have 

central office and the principals co-create this and then they take it back through 

these tool kits to this group and then that group takes it back to this group."  We 

created a theory of action that was so far removed from the teacher.  That worked 

in a lot of ways, but I think if we'd slowed down a little bit more and maybe you 

thought about have a direct line of feedback from teachers and input and maybe if 

they had even been part of some of our design teams for those things, maybe we 

wouldn't be trying to bridge quite as big of a gap as we're trying to broach right 

now. (District C, P1) 

 

Like District B, LCISD noted a slow and steady approach to its leadership 

development initiatives. 

I would caution a district that's looking at this to jump straight into a plan.  I think 

that one of the strengths of what we have in place right now is that there has been 

buy-in along the way and that we didn't get in a hurry to get it done.  And there 

were individuals that were engaged in the discussion and they're the ones out 

there, that regardless of whether I stepped away or somebody else stepped away, 

they could step up and actually move forward with the work. (LCISD, P1) 

 

Pacing aside, LCISD explained that there would always be significant time and 

energy commitments to complete the various aspects of leadership development work. 

I think with the leadership institute pieces, we're going to see a long-term 

investment and we're going to see the benefits, but you're still going to have that 

same time commitment.  That's not going to lessen necessarily because you're 

going to have a new group of APs, you're going to have a new group of 

principals, you're going to have a new leadership strand component of some sort.  

So, we know this is the right thing because we see the work that they're doing is 

higher quality if we invest that time.  But the time commitment is going to be the 

same. (LCISD, P2). 

 

LCISD offered the following example to highlight how an investment in time and 

energy could turn a burden into a benefit.  

I want to give you a very concrete example from HR.  When we we're going to 

change the [assistant principal] selection process and we had to overhaul 

everything from our application document, to our workflow processes, to some 

backend systems.  I mean it was an overhaul and when I came in and said, "So 

here's what we're thinking about redoing this process."  And then we let the 

committee tell us the process and my staff said, "That is a lovely process.  Do you 

know the time and energy it’s going to take to get that process up and going?" 
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And I said, "I do." And so, the time was probably the biggest challenge.  How do 

I fit that in with all my regular work?  But here's the thing.  What happened is 

when we hired 48 administrators this summer, and the majority of those were 

[assistant principals] . . . The staff came back to me and said verbatim, "Had we 

not invested the time on the front end in that process, we would never have 

survived this hiring season." . . . So, the biggest concern on the front end from my 

team was time, time, time, when do we have the time to do this?  And then on the 

back end it was, wow, if we hadn't made the time, we would have never made it.  

So, I think people have full plates and they don't maybe see that yes, in the short 

term it's more work, but in the long term it's more beneficial. (LCISD, P4)  

 

Research Question 5: Leadership Development Benefits 

What are the perceived benefits of implementing the leadership development 

strategies and structures promoted by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school 

districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators from within the system?  

This was the fifth research question that guided this qualitative study.  Three themes 

emerged from the thematic coding of this question and included: Leadership Equity, 

Candidate Quality, and Employee Retention.  

 

Theme 1: Leadership Equity 

Two of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts articulated a 

specific desire to improve equity and representation among their leadership candidates.  

District A, spoke about the intentionality that enables organizations to identify and attract 

a diverse pool of candidates for leadership opportunities. 

We all had that experience when we were young people, where they came up and 

said, "Hey … you need to consider this opportunity."  So, I wanted it to be 

purposeful.  And let's identify those people.  And let's don't just identify people 

that look like us.  Let's identify people across the spectrum. (District A, P1)  

 

District A stated that a diverse talent pool was a priority, which required 

intentionality.  
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A major impetus was to make sure that we were diversifying our leadership.  We 

need to identify, maybe historically underserved communities.  Our district now is 

75% minority district, so we need to be identifying those Hispanic, Asian, African 

American leaders, and make sure that we didn't just restore our bench, but we 

restored our bench to make our leadership team more reflective of the community 

that we are serving. (District A, P1) 

 

District A also said its equity initiative began with a focus on attracting teacher 

leaders who were Hispanic, Asian, and African American. 

We started that, probably, 3 years ago to really be more focused on visiting with 

those classrooms, talking to those individuals about what [District A] offers, and 

the education profession offers.  And today, we've got 91 teachers that are in 

[District A] now, that have gone through the Ready, Set, Teach or the educational 

training program.  So, it was just going back to understanding that teachers are the 

ones that are going to move up to be the administrators and the principals. 

(District A, P2) 

 

Similarly, District B shared that it just began a more deliberate look at 

highlighting and discussing racial equity within the organization 

This year we’re focusing on education and racial equity, which is a very difficult 

conversation … to a topic that's going to be very, I wouldn't say volatile, but very 

much one that the community's having.  And I'm fine with that because that's 

what happens when you focus on education and racial equity, it's not going to be a 

conversation that's going to be agreed upon by all. (District B, P1) 

 

One strategy mentioned by District B was to screen resumes without identifiable 

information. 

Our focus this year is really on the equity piece and trying to really ask questions 

through that lens and to make sure that we're getting people that have that 

knowledge.  But when we paper screen, we screen blind.  So, that's one of the 

equity pieces that we instilled right away.  So, all the names, everything's taken 

off.  So, you have no idea who they are. (District B, P4) 

 

Theme 2: Candidate Quality 

All four of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts reported 

improved candidate quality thanks to their leadership development efforts.  For instance, 
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District A referenced that applicants for campus administrator positions are much more 

prepared. 

Just being on the HR side, and kind of looking back at the process that we had for 

interviewing and selecting the principals.  And then, kind of fast forwarding to 

now, I think what I would say is the difference is they're coming to the table more 

prepared for it. (District A, P5) 

 

District A also noticed the candidates were more polished.  

 

I think you can just see a real difference in the way they even respond to 

questions.  And then, maybe those that have not had, maybe the same 

opportunities to be in the institutes, that they have developed, compared to other 

candidates, you can just see a difference. (District A, P3)  

 

District B noted that the leadership development programs must be successful 

because employees are constantly being recruited by neighboring school districts.  

The proof is in the pudding with who we are hiring and who our area districts are 

seeking too.  I think we're becoming known as that district that you need to pluck 

from.  [Nearby ISD] has taken three to five of some of our top talent, 

[Neighboring ISD] continues to do so, but that's the great thing about the building 

of the capacity that we have here that we take pride in. (District B, P1)  

 

District B noted the overabundance of qualified candidates correlated to the 

quality of leadership development programs that were already in place. 

So, from a global perspective, we all need better leaders in education and if we 

have just a few openings and not enough to fill the capacity that we're building, 

it’s just natural [our employees will go elsewhere].  And I take it as a point of 

pride that our folks will be going elsewhere, the State of Texas needs them, 

public-schools need them in the State of Texas … I feel good about our total 

capacity building.  If I were a principal around the area, I would definitely want to 

look to the people in [District B] and then find out who has completed some of 

these programs, because not only are they ready, they’re beyond ready. (District 

B, P1)  

 

District C also described seeing more knowledgeable internal applicants because 

of its leader profile.  

We don't have anybody that doesn't understand what is expected of them.  More 

of it is around, "How do I get better in this area that I'm not very strong in right 
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now?" I think that's what we've been able to do.  Where in the past, we were still 

trying to say, "Hey, why aren't our leaders doing this?" And they're looking at us 

going, "I didn't know that's what you wanted us to do." And that's not even a 

conversation that's really out there anymore.  It's more about, "How do I get 

better?" And that is where the focus has been. (District C, P3) 

 

District C noted that when there is clarity around the expectations, the 

conversations with your employees are deeper and less repetitive.   

In other words, the conversation can skip that step and move onto the next, which 

is where I see us really getting better.  Just how do these things translate into 

improved results for kids.  Because that's why we're all doing all of this.  I mean, 

that's what makes the work that we do in leadership development different than 

other organizations with their leadership development frameworks.  Because lots 

of people have, and I've been so blessed to see so many examples of them. 

(District C, P1)  

 

According to District C, the bottom line was that clarity among employees would 

lead to improved outcomes for students.  

We're here to get equitable outcomes for kids and excellent outcomes for kids.  

And so, seeing people like realize, "Oh, well if I am doing these things that are 

connected to a profile of a leader … I'm more likely to get better results for 

students." And so, that makes me happy, because that's the transfer of the adult 

learning to having an impact on student learning, which is why we all got in this 

work to begin with.  (District C, P1)  

 

LCISD also insisted that its internal candidate quality has drastically improved, 

due to the leadership development programs that have been implemented. 

I actually remember a cohort a long time ago and that cohort was left up to the 

university to design and to prepare administrators.  This cohort, the most recent 

cohort, was driven by the organization and there was a very different type of 

candidate that came out of this cohort than out of the previous ones. (LCISD, P1) 

 

Similar to District A, LCISD noticed candidates that completed leadership 

development programming were more prepared and polished. 

We were able to observe that during the interview process.  You could tell those 

individuals that went through the training in their language and the way that they 

responded to questions.  It was obvious that we were able to see some of the 

results of the work that's been done. (LCISD, P4) 
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Based upon the early results of its leadership development work, LCISD claimed 

a pipeline of ready leaders seems both possible and probable.  

I mean it really is the ultimate succession plan … the quality of candidate we've 

seen come through.  We're putting better leaders in positions, which means we're 

putting better leaders in front of our students and their parents and our 

communities, which just makes you a stronger organization.  Honestly for 

somebody, I'll speak for one of the more veteran staff members in here, I'm in 

year 34 in this work and it will rejuvenate you because you get to see the good 

stuff all over again.  And I mean you do just like when you first start teaching, it's 

all exciting and it really rejuvenates you because you see the possibilities, you see 

the potential and you see the individuals that we have to fill the seats and we have 

some superstars out there. (LCISD, P4) 

 

Theme 3: Employee Retention 

Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts stated that their 

leadership development programming had significantly enhanced employee retention.  In 

fact, District A noted that its principal hires were mostly from within the system. 

Since 2008, we've hired 137 principals … 90% inside and 10% outside.  And 

then, of that number, 137 hired, we've had 53 principals who have retired in that 

same timeframe, and we've opened up 17 new campuses.  And in each of those 

instances we moved a currently seated principal into that role to open it up.  

(District A, P2) 

 

According to District A, employee retention was a strength primarily because of 

its deep bench of ready leaders. 

I think we're at the point now, where we know nine out of 10 people, or 90% of 

the people that we can promote are from within.  We have a deep bench.  I really 

do feel that way.  All the way down to the teacher level.  I think we have a deep 

bench.  And I was trying to think of all of the hires, even, going to the assistant 

superintendents and principals.  I can only think of one or two that we've hired 

outside in the last 5 years. (District A, P1) 

 

District A also referenced that despite national trends, it traditionally did not see 

principal turnover, once it placed an employee.  
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Research will tell you that most principals leave their job within year 1 through 3.  

We don't have a problem with principals leaving the position.  I would challenge 

you to find people who say they don't have that problem.  Most districts tend to 

have that.  We don't have that problem . . . We've been fortunate we don't lose 

principals after 3 years in the job, because they just are overwhelmed and can't do 

it. (District A, P2) 

 

When it did have principal vacancies, District A noted they were typically 

retirements or promotions.  

That's what happened to just about everybody in this room.  All of us were 

promoted from within.  And we didn't leave the principalship to leave our district.  

It was for a new opportunity.  So, I think that has been tremendous, that we don't 

lose people each year … I think they believe that the support, and the programs, 

and the things that we've offered to them like the institutes and the support, is the 

reason why people stay here with us. (District A, P2) 

 

District B stated that its leadership development programs were influential in 

retaining employees because a vast majority were promoted from within the system.  

I'm really proud of what that talent pool did.  I would say others, after 3 years, 

80% became principals and we’re realizing that we had such a strong capacity 

within the system.  But we all have that, if we look for it and nurture it.  I'm pretty 

proud of how it's evolved here in the district. (District B, P1)  

 

District B also emphasized the cultural component of developing leaders was a 

powerful motivator that drove employee engagement.  

Anecdotally, I think people throughout the organization are seeing themselves as 

leaders.  I hear principals talk about developing their APs more, more than I think 

we've ever heard before.  I think you see people, bus drivers in different roles 

stepping forward and seeing themselves as a leader and seeing their actions as 

demonstrating leadership.  And for us as an organization, I think that's important 

because it goes to staff retention, it goes to pride, it goes to commitment to the 

organization and willing to go the extra mile.  It's a lot of intangible things that I 

think are real that are out there that we're seeing. (District B, P2) 

 

Likewise, LCISD indicated that more employees were surfacing from within the 

organization and they were being placed in new roles accordingly.   

I think we've definitely seen an impact.  You know, we had a group go through 

that preservice stage and they graduated in December.  We had them work 
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through the Bridge program.  We captured that group that graduated, plus another 

group of people who had their master's degree were in classrooms or facilitators.  

And when we look at the hiring season, a large portion of them ended up in 

assistant principal roles. (LCISD, P4) 

 

Most importantly, LCISD believed its leadership development framework was truly 

making a difference within the organization. 

The impact that the whole framework has had on our hiring practices and the 

percentage of new hires that came from within versus outside is huge. (LCISD, 

P3) 

 

 

Summary 

This chapter revealed the findings and results of this qualitative research study, 

which are based upon a series of FGDs within four high-performing, fast-growth public-

school districts in Texas.  The FGDs included a total of 20 district-level administrators 

with extensive experience in designing, implementing, or overseeing leadership 

development programming.  Each of the participants shared their thoughts, experiences, 

and beliefs on how leadership development programming is affecting their public-school 

district.  The researcher audio-recorded each FGD and coded the resulting transcripts in 

two phases.  The first phase of coding employed Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis 

process, and the second phase of coding incorporated the CAQDAS NVivo 12.  A cross-

comparison of the resulting codes formulated the researcher’s primary findings, which 

identified emerging themes from this qualitative research study.   

In all, 15 final themes appeared from the coding of the data that align to the five 

research questions that guided this qualitative study.  These themes included: a) principal 

development programs, b) assistant principal development programs, c) diversified 

development opportunities, d) leader standards, e) stakeholder input, f) culture of 
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feedback, g) continuous program development, h) external input, i) mentoring and 

coaching, j) contextual considerations, k) crucial conversations, l) time constraints, m) 

leadership equity, n) candidate quality, and o) employee retention.  

Chapter Five includes the following sections: a) research questions, b) discussion 

of the results c) discussion of the extant literature d) recommendations for practice, e) 

recommendations for context, f) recommendations for research, and g) conclusion. 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

 

Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusion 

 

This concluding chapter summarizes the results, discussion, and recommendations 

of this qualitative research study.  The purpose of this study was to determine the 

leadership development strategies employed by high-performing, fast-growth public-

school districts in Texas to inform and advance a leadership development program within 

the researcher’s school district, LCISD.  This study was delimited to a purposive sample 

of four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas—including 

LCISD—that have implemented leadership development programs and received an 

overall accountability rating of “A” or “B” from the TEA in 2018, with student 

enrollment above 30,000 and enrollment growth over the last 5 years of at least 10% or a 

net increase of 3,500 or more students (Fast Growth School Coalition, 2019; Population 

& Survey Analysts, 2019).  The purposive sample was intentionally selected to meet the 

specific and unique needs of LCISD.  Despite the reduced generalizability of study 

findings using this approach, the results of this study may still be applied to similar 

contexts.  This research may advise practitioners in fast-growth public-school districts on 

how to design, develop, and implement effective leadership development programs.  This 

final chapter contains the following sections: a) research questions, b) discussion of the 

results c) discussion of the extant literature d) recommendations for practice, e) 

recommendations for context, f) recommendations for research, and g) conclusion.
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Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to inform this qualitative research 

study:  

1. What are the leadership development strategies and structures utilized by 

high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify 

and develop campus administrators from within the system? 

2. What is the most important leadership development strategy applied by high-

performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and 

develop campus administrators from within the system? 

3. What are the suggestions to improve the leadership development strategies 

and structures used by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school 

districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators from within 

the system? 

4. What are the perceived challenges of implementing the leadership 

development strategies and structures employed by high-performing, fast-

growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and develop campus 

administrators from within the system? 

5. What are the perceived benefits of implementing the leadership development 

strategies and structures promoted by high-performing, fast-growth Texas 

public-school districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators 

from within the system? 
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Discussion of the Results 

The results of this qualitative research study are based upon a series of FGDs 

within four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas.  The FGDs 

included a total of 20 district-level administrators with extensive experience in designing, 

implementing, or overseeing leadership development programming.  Each of the 

participants shared their thoughts, experiences, and beliefs on how leadership 

development programming is affecting their public-school district.  The researcher audio-

recorded each FGD and coded the resulting transcripts in two phases.  The first phase of 

coding employed Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis process, and the second phase of 

coding incorporated the use of CAQDAS NVivo 12.  A cross-comparison of the resulting 

codes formulated the researcher’s primary findings, which identified emerging themes 

from this qualitative research study.   

In all, 15 final themes appeared from the data coding process that align to the five 

research questions that directed this qualitative study.  These themes included: a) 

principal development programs, b) assistant principal development programs, c) 

diversified development opportunities, d) leader standards, e) stakeholder input, f) culture 

of feedback, g) continuous program development, h) external input, i) mentoring and 

coaching, j) contextual considerations, k) crucial conversations, l) time constraints, m) 

leadership equity, n) candidate quality, and o) employee retention.  The results of this 

study are organized by research question and the discussion is based upon the 

researcher’s interpretation of the FGD responses to each research question and the 

associated themes that emerged from the coding of the data.    
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Research Question 1: Leadership Development Strategies and Structures 

What are the leadership development strategies and structures utilized by high-

performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and develop 

campus administrators from within the system?  This was the first research question that 

guided this qualitative study.  Three themes emerged from the thematic coding of this 

question and included: Principal Development Programs, Assistant Principal 

Development Programs, and Diversified Development Programs and Training. 

 

Theme 1: Principal Development Programs 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts placed an emphasis 

on implementing some form of principal preparation or principal development 

programming.  These programs are all very structured, with a specific scope and 

sequence for annual cohorts of aspiring leaders.  For example, District C referenced its 

formal onboarding program for newly hired principals.  

They meet monthly and there is a curriculum, an agenda.  They have homework 

that they have to do outside.  It gives them a networking opportunity with each 

other, where they really bond.  (District C, P2) 

 

Similarly, the remaining three public-school districts each referenced a formalized 

continuum of principal preparation and development programming.  The purpose of these 

programs is to develop, support, and retain quality candidates and principals. 

 

Theme 2: Assistant Principal Development Programs 

 All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts were also very 

intentional about preparing campus administrators through various forms of assistant 
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principal preparation or assistant principal development programming.  District C shared 

the following structures it has in place to help prepare aspiring assistant principals. 

We've got teachers who want to be assistant principals.  They're in our [assistant 

principal] pipeline … So, we're working on different opportunities for them … 

We have our [assistant principal] pipeline that we use so once we've gone through 

and we've had people that applied that want to be assistant principals, they 

become part of the pipeline that can be used to actually apply for those positions.  

We're in the process of working with them specifically on different things that 

they need to be successful in their next role. (District C, P2) 

 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts noted how assistant 

principal development programs help participants build the necessary skillsets to thrive in 

the role, while also deepening their understanding of their school district’s unique 

expectations.  The purpose of these programs is to develop, support, and retain quality 

candidates and assistant principals. 

 

Theme 3: Diversified Development Opportunities  

 Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts stressed the 

importance of implementing a wide variety of trainings or diversified development 

opportunities for all employees beyond just campus administrators.  District B 

specifically pushed the importance of career pathways for all. 

We're really trying to develop those indicator pathways, but not just for teachers, 

which is typically what's done, so we're trying to do that for everybody.  The 

career pathway. (District B, P4) 

 

District A and LCISD echoed the necessity of these sentiments and referenced plans to 

further opportunities or trainings for employees within every department on the 

organizational chart.    
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Research Question 2: Impactful Strategy 

What is the most important leadership development strategy applied by high-

performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to identify and develop 

campus administrators from within the system?  This was the second research question 

that guided this qualitative study.  Three themes appeared from the thematic coding of 

this question and included: Leader Standards, Stakeholder Input, and a Culture of 

Feedback. 

 

Theme 1: Leader Standards 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts discussed the need to 

intentionally define exactly what quality leadership looks like within the organization.  

According to District B, the process of defining leadership values offered transparency to 

everyone in the organization, which also reduced anxiety among potential campus 

administrator applicants. 

Defining what a leader is.  Because that was our big, that's what was missing from 

the old principal pools and things that we did.  Everybody had their own concepts, 

so developing those leadership values was the most important thing we did.  

(District B, P4)  

 

LCISD, also noted how its leadership definition offers are clear roadmap on what 

is expected among employees.   

That is something that kind of gives us a blueprint as new leaders coming into the 

system on how we act and how we believe, which I think has to begin when 

you're developing people. (LCISD, P3) 

 

Every district in this qualitative research study explained how a clear definition of 

leadership reinforces alignment, intentionality, and consistency throughout the 

organization.   
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Theme 2: Stakeholder Input 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts discussed 

stakeholder input and the necessity to create leadership development structures 

collaboratively.  For example, District C referenced how a committee of broad 

stakeholders was created to help launch the initial work on leadership development.   

We put it out to all the people.  We really did and we were very faithful in reading 

every small comment along the way.  Which was great … I found the other day, 

the very first profile of a leader that we had that was okay … It was just so funny 

to look back and see how many iterations it went through.  And even though our 

profile of a leader is pretty wordy, there was one that was even wordier … People 

just helped make it better, which I think helped people feel like they were part of 

designing it. (District C, P1) 

 

Every district in this qualitative research study reinforced how the co-creation of 

leadership development programming ensures stakeholder buy-in and allows the work to 

be accepted and implemented at a faster pace. 

 

Theme 3: Culture of Feedback 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts discussed how 

creating a culture of feedback instills a healthy dialogue between district leadership and 

any employees who wish to pursue leadership opportunities within the organization.  For 

example, District B noted its leadership definition has been embraced as a tool to utilize 

when delivering feedback to employees applying for leadership positions. 

I was able to talk to them about, which value, maybe what was missing and then 

make recommendations on things they can work on this year to get experiences to 

help them be able to build upon their ability to do better next time. (District B, P2)  

 

However, each district also referenced that feedback should go both up and down 

the organization.  District A mentioned how it leverages its culture of feedback to 

constantly gather information on what can be improved within the system.  
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Another word that I think is important, and we've mentioned it a few times, is 

feedback.  Getting the feedback.  And that's purposeful in what we do with each 

of these institutes.  And we modify our instruction, based on the feedback of our 

learners.  And I think that's important. (District A, P2)  

 

All four of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts embraced feedback as 

a way to improve both employee performance and program relevance.  

 

Research Question 3: Continuous Improvement 

What are the suggestions to improve the leadership development strategies and 

structures used by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school districts in order to 

identify and develop campus administrators from within the system?  This was the third 

research question that guided this qualitative study.  Three themes emerged from the 

thematic coding of this question and included: Continuous Program Development, 

External Input, and Mentoring and Coaching.  

 

Theme 1: Continuous Program Development 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts referenced the 

importance of continuous program development and how leadership development is an 

iterative process.  The launching of new systems or programs was also prevalent in all 

four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts.  For example, District B stated 

that it was currently focused on revamping its principal selection process, while also 

looking more closely at assistant principal selection. 

We did an extensive process to revamp our principal selection process and it was 

already solid, but we definitely tweaked and refined it.  We've also started this 

year a project or will be starting a project on assistant principal selection.  That's 

not yet underway, but it's on the horizon. (District B, P2) 
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LCISD echoed that the leadership development work is never complete because 

the education process is never stagnant. 

I don't think you'll ever see it during an administrative career where it's done.  I 

think with everyone, if you're 5 years out, 10 years out, 15 years out, the work is 

going to change … In public-school, educating kids, there's going to be some 

changes and if you're not willing to change, or the system is not capable of 

adapting to that, then you're going to be stuck doing the same thing that you've 

always done. (LCISD, P1) 

 

Regardless of how mature the leadership development programming was in each school 

district, there was a clear expectation to evolve those programs or to create new ones. 

 

Theme 2:  External Input 

All four of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts referenced 

how external input can help to calibrate and improve the leadership development 

strategies that are being implemented.  District A noted that it continually looks for 

opportunities to inspect what others are doing or to attend a training that had the potential 

to influence the leadership development programs that were already in place. 

We went to Harvard, and the New York City Leadership Academy.  Myself and 

one of the other assistants, who have spent a week in their institute, really talking 

about the standards for those who supervise principals.  So, we went to that, and 

we came back with fresh new ideas from there, and also the turnaround school 

institute, in Harvard.  And we've used all those things to recreate our curriculum, 

to make sure that we're staying current with the educational trends, but also 

meeting the needs of our district and looking at what pieces we have to 

implement. (District A, P2)  

 

District C also shared how its profile of a leader went through several iterations, 

but the external input from the business community and higher education helped to shape 

the final product.    

I think we were really thoughtful on all the design teams for each of the guiding 

documents to try to think about who were the right people to give input.  So, 

again, going back and thinking about big employers, big universities, what are 
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they looking for in a learner?  So, they really provided a lot of input.  (District C, 

P1) 

 

Whether it was visiting an Ivy League university or simply asking local business partners 

to engage in the process, each participating public-school district encouraged external 

input and incorporated it into its leadership development initiatives or programs.  

 

Theme 3: Mentoring and Coaching 

Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts specifically 

noted how mentoring and coaching is a key element of its leadership development 

programming.  For example, District A shared how its goal-setting process incorporated 

mentoring to ensure it was ingrained throughout the organization. 

One of [the goals] was mentorship and making a formalized mentor plan, to 

where every principal, every assistant principal, every director of instruction, and 

associate principal got that mentorship and it was formalized. (District A, P2) 

 

District B similarly mentioned that it is launching into a culture of coaching and it 

plans to build upon that work.  

We also last year did a lot of work with coaching and trying to create a coaching 

culture among our leaders.  That work is continuing this year. (District B, P2) 

 

LCISD mentioned it also implemented a mentoring model among its elementary 

principals 1 year ago, which has continued to evolve to allow for more participant input 

and ownership in the learning process.   

 

Research Question 4: Leadership Development Challenges 

What are the perceived challenges of implementing the leadership development 

strategies and structures employed by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school 

districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators from within the system?  
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This was the fourth research question that guided this qualitative study.  Three themes 

emerged from the thematic coding of this question and included: Contextual 

Considerations, Crucial Conversations, and Time Constraints.  

 

Theme 1: Contextual Considerations 

Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts referenced the 

importance of context and how it shapes where the leadership development work begins 

and how it is organized.  District A noted that due to context, there is no uniform order 

for leadership development work, but having a committee or collaborative process is 

where the work should always begin.   

I hate to keep going back to the committee, but if I was doing this in another 

district, I mean, that's where I would begin.  Because you've got to have the buy 

in, you’ve got to have the empowerment. (District A, P2) 

 

District C agreed that there must have been some reflection on the front end and 

the creation of its leader profile helped to guide the first phase of leadership development 

work. 

I think having that [profile of a leader] and that being very clear.  And then 

finding out where everyone currently is within that profile, then allows you to 

determine what your next steps are. (District C, P1) 

 

Beyond that, there was consensus among the participating school districts that the context 

and needs of each individual school district should determine the order of any leadership 

development work. 

 

Theme 2: Crucial Conversations 

All four of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts recalled the 

need for crucial conversations to help move the leadership development work forward.  
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District A, for example, explained how it had to initially clarify and emphasize the 

purpose of each institute and how candidate selection required tactful communication. 

One thing they would really talk about early on in this, and districts are bad about 

this, is anybody that's upright and breathing comes to their principal and says, "I'd 

like to be in the leadership Academy."  The principal didn't want to make anybody 

mad, so they just put them in there.  We've been much more intentional about 

saying you just can't get in just because you want to get in.  (District A, P1)  

 

LCISD also noted that crucial conversations don’t just take place with the end-

users in the organization, but they also occur among those who are designing the 

leadership development work.  

The siloing piece.  We had to overcome some of that because everybody had to 

step out of their comfort zone and out of their area in order to create the 

collaboration around all of the work that was being done with the leadership 

definition, the institute, any all of those. (LCISD, P2) 

 

Each district affirmed the importance of communicating the change process early and 

often, both vertically and horizontally across the organization. 

 

Theme 3: Time Constraints 

Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts referenced time 

constraints and how embarking on leadership development work requires a substantial 

time commitment from various stakeholders.  District B specifically noted how time was 

a major challenge to overcome. 

The biggest challenge from my point of view has been instituting all this while 

you're running a district, because I mean, [we have] spent there's no telling how 

many hours . . . it wasn't a quick. (District B, P3) 

 

District B also emphasized the time involved leads to a slower overall process that 

requires patience. 

It's slower.  You want to be able to see the fruits of your labor to kind of get the 

excitement and momentum going.  But at first, when it takes a year to build a 
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leadership definition, that's slow.  And so, people are hearing about all this or 

everybody's going to committee meetings and you don't see the benefit for a 

while.  I think we're finally getting to a place where we're starting to see things 

come together.  (District B, P5) 

 

Similar to District B, LCISD noted a slow and steady approach to its leadership 

development initiatives. 

I would caution a district that's looking at this to jump straight into a plan.  I think 

that one of the strengths of what we have in place right now is that there has been 

buy-in along the way and that we didn't get in a hurry to get it done.  And there 

were individuals that were engaged in the discussion and they're the ones out 

there, that regardless of whether I stepped away or somebody else stepped away, 

they could step up and actually move forward with the work. (LCISD, P1) 

 

Regardless of pacing, three of the high-performing, fast-growth districts were adamant 

that there will always be considerable time and energy commitments to complete the 

various aspects of leadership development work. 

 

Research Question 5: Leadership Development Benefits 

What are the perceived benefits of implementing the leadership development 

strategies and structures promoted by high-performing, fast-growth Texas public-school 

districts in order to identify and develop campus administrators from within the system?  

This was the fifth research question that guided this qualitative study.  Three themes 

emerged from the thematic coding of this question and included: Leadership Equity, 

Candidate Quality, and Employee Retention.  

 

Theme 1: Leadership Equity 

Two of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts articulated a 

specific desire to improve equity and representation among their leadership candidates.  



117 

 

District A, spoke about the intentionality that enables organizations to identify and attract 

a diverse pool of candidates for leadership opportunities. 

A major impetus was to make sure that we were diversifying our leadership.  We 

need to identify, maybe historically, underserved communities.  Our district now 

is 75% minority district, so we need to be identifying those Hispanic, Asian, 

African American leaders, and make sure that we didn't just restore our bench, but 

we restored our bench to make our leadership team more reflective of the 

community that we are serving. (District A, P1) 

 

Similarly, District B shared that it just began a more deliberate look at 

highlighting and discussing racial equity within the organization 

This year we’re focusing on education and racial equity, which is a very difficult 

conversation … to a topic that's going to be very, I wouldn't say volatile, but very 

much one that the community's having.  And I'm fine with that because that's 

what happens when you focus on education and racial equity, it's not going to be a 

conversation that's going to be agreed upon by all. (District B, P1) 

 

These two districts explained that when you realize there are gaps in representation, 

intentional leadership development helps to ensure there are qualified candidates from a 

wide variety of backgrounds. 

 

Theme 2: Candidate Quality 

All four of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts emphasized 

improved candidate quality thanks to their leadership development efforts.  For instance, 

District A referenced that applicants for campus administrator positions are much more 

polished and prepared. 

Just being on the HR side, and kind of looking back at the process that we had for 

interviewing and selecting the principals.  And then, kind of fast forwarding to 

now, I think what I would say is the difference is they're coming to the table more 

prepared for it. (District A, P5)  

 

LCISD also insisted that its internal candidate quality has drastically improved, 

due to the leadership development programs that have been implemented. 
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I mean it really is the ultimate succession plan … the quality of candidate we've 

seen come through.  We're putting better leaders in positions, which means we're 

putting better leaders in front of our students and their parents and our 

communities, which just makes you a stronger organization.  Honestly for 

somebody, I'll speak for one of the more veteran staff members in here, I'm in 

year 34 in this work and it will rejuvenate you because you get to see the good 

stuff all over again.  And I mean you do just like when you first start teaching, it's 

all exciting and it really rejuvenates you because you see the possibilities, you see 

the potential and you see the individuals that we have to fill the seats and we have 

some superstars out there. (LCISD, P4)  

 

All four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts reiterated that when 

qualified candidates are placed, the dialogue is around more complex tasks and issues, 

which moves campus initiatives along much faster.  

 

Theme 3: Employee Retention 

Three of the high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts stated that their 

leadership development programming has significantly enhanced employee retention.  In 

fact, District A noted that its principal hires were consistently from within the system. 

I think we're at the point now, where we know nine out of 10 people, or 90% of 

the people that we can promote are from within.  We have a deep bench.  I really 

do feel that way.  All the way down to the teacher level.  I think we have a deep 

bench.  And I was trying to think of all of the hires, even, going to the assistant 

superintendents and principals.  I can only think of one or two that we've hired 

outside in the last 5 years. (District A, P1) 

 

District B also stated that its leadership development programs were influential in 

retaining employees because a vast majority were promoted from within the system.  

I'm really proud of what that talent pool did.  I would say others, after 3 years, 

80% became principals and we’re realizing that we had such a strong capacity 

within the system.  But we all have that, if we look for it and nurture it.  I'm pretty 

proud of how it's evolved here in the district. (District B, P1)  

 

The three school districts also emphasized the cultural element of developing leaders is a 

powerful motivator that drives employee engagement.  
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Discussion of the Extant Literature  

There are several results from this qualitative research study that reinforce and 

advance further discussion about the implementation of leadership development 

programming to identify, develop, place, and support campus administrators in public-

school districts.  Moreover, there are connections between the results of this study and the 

extant literature as it relates to the impact of campus administrators, the shortage of 

campus administrators, the trends in public-school enrollment, leadership development, 

and campus administrator preparation programs.  

 

Campus Administrator Impact 

There is a substantial amount of literature on the importance, influence, and 

impact of public-school administrators.  Research collected by Waters and Cameron 

(2005) has verified “a statistically significant correlation between school-level leadership 

and student achievement of .25, which translates to a one standard deviation increase in 

principal leadership behavior corresponding with a 10-percentile point difference in 

student achievement on a norm referenced test” (p. 3).  This research reinforces a 

preceding study by Leithwood et al. (2004) that emphasized that “leadership is second 

only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to what 

students learn at school” (p. 5).   

Leadership development, as a formal training program, represents a viable 

approach for school districts to build the leadership capacity of their employees and 

potentially reduce the variability of applicants for campus leadership positions.  This 

supports the emphasis being placed on leadership development by the four high-

performing, fast-growth public-school districts participating in this research study.  
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Moreover, the importance of using the existing research to design and develop leadership 

development programming was noted by District C. 

We looked at the Wallace Foundation, McREL.  We went deep into research to 

try to derive something that would be applicable no matter what challenge you 

were trying to solve. (District C, P1) 

 

Similar to District C, a thorough review of the research and best practices is 

recommended for school districts that are preparing to implement new leadership 

development strategies and initiatives.   

 

Campus Administrator Shortage 

The extant literature also showed that finding the right leader is still a constant 

struggle for public-schools and public-school systems all across the country.  Since 2009, 

the U.S. Department of Labor has reported strong employment opportunities for campus-

level education leaders.  However, the scarcity of people willing to step into public-

school administration is extensive (McClellan & Casey, 2015; Papa and Baxter, 2005).  

In fact, The National Association of Secondary School Principals (2017) monitors 

principal shortage trends in an attempt to improve recruitment efforts at the federal, state, 

and local level. 

According to the Institute for Education Statistics, one in five principals working 

in schools in the 2011–2012 school year left their school by the 2012–2013 school 

year.  Additional research shows that one out of every two principals is not 

retained beyond their third year of leading a school.  School leaders who are 

retiring, transferring schools, or pursuing new opportunities within the education 

sector are not being replaced by enough qualified candidates.  As a result, many 

school districts across the country report principal vacancies and a serious lack of 

qualified applicants to replace them. (p. 1) 

 

The lack of qualified candidates is a major concern when examining the national 

instability among sitting principals.  However, District A referenced that despite 
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nationwide trends, it traditionally does not see principal turnover, once it places an 

employee who has completed its leadership development institutes.  

Research will tell you that most principals leave their job within year 1 through 3.  

We don't have a problem with principals leaving the position.  I would challenge 

you to find people who say they don't have that problem.  Most districts tend to 

have that.  We don't have that problem . . . We've been fortunate we don't lose 

principals after 3 years in the job, because they just are overwhelmed and can't do 

it. (District A, P2) 

 

Interestingly, the literature also showed “the purported ‘shortage’ of campus 

administration candidates may be a matter of definition.  According to Roza (2003), 

“There are plenty of ‘certified’ applicants, but there seems to be a dearth of candidates 

with high-level leadership skills” (p. 7).  In her 2003 study with the Center on 

Reinventing Public Education, Roza (2003) found that many superintendents struggled to 

find quality schools principals.  

Only 29% of human resource directors felt there was an “acute” or “significant” 

shortage of principals.  Among superintendents, however, fully 82% agree that 

finding principals is a “major” or a “moderate” problem.  These diverse views 

seem to reflect that larger disconnect between what superintendents want from 

new hires and the criteria human resource offices use to recruit and screen 

candidates. (p. 40)  

 

Over a decade later, similar perceptions remain.  The results of a 2017 Gallup 

survey of K–12 school district superintendents found that 43% of superintendents believe 

the quantity of new principal candidates is decreasing, while just 13% said the quality of 

new principal candidates is increasing (Gallup, 2017).  This perception among 

superintendents regarding the quality of principal candidates, coupled with the limited 

research is troubling in all public-school districts, but even more so among those 

experiencing rapid growth.  District A stressed the importance of a formal principal 
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development program to help solidify a stronger pool of qualified applicants when 

openings arise. 

Just being on the HR side, and kind of looking back at the process that we had for 

interviewing and selecting the principals.  And then, kind of fast forwarding to 

now, I think what I would say is the difference is they're coming to the table more 

prepared for it. (District A, P5)  

 

 Moreover, Roza (2003) found that although the negative feelings about principal 

quality were widespread, any solution would undoubtedly be localized. 

Real declines in applicant pools are district and even school specific.  They are 

also more pronounced at the secondary level than in elementary schools.  For 

many districts, difficulties in hiring are driven more by demands for a new and 

different kind of school principal.  This situation implies that policy responses to 

the “shortage” should not be universal nostrums, uniform efforts to increase the 

supply of candidates.  Instead, policies carefully tailored to the nature of the 

problem and how it plays itself out in different kinds of districts offer much more 

promise of success. (p. 18) 

 

Three of the study districts noted that the local context is important to consider 

when developing leadership development programs and organizing the work of building 

capacity within the organization to lead effectively at the campus level.  This finding 

supports research performed by Roza (2003) who speculated that fulfilling demands for 

quality principals could not be accomplished through universally applied solutions, but 

such efforts should be tailored to address district-specific problems in order to achieve 

success. 

You've got to look at your data for that particular district and say, "Where are we 

having the biggest gaps?  Is it at the AP level, or do we have a high turnover in 

principals?  Are we having a high turnover in teachers?" And I think once you 

identify that, you do a root cause analysis with a committee, to look at, okay, 

here's where we're starting our problem.  This is our number 1, number 2, number 

3.  How are we going to go about addressing those through training, and 

leadership development? (District A, P2) 
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Pounder, Galvin, and Shepherd (2003) also contend that “school districts that 

complain of inadequate administrator candidate quality often have difficulty articulating 

exactly what is lacking in the existing candidate pool” (p. 136).  Thus, a prudent strategy 

would be to clearly articulate what exactly is needed and desired in the position.  

Clarifying the specific expectations, traits, and desired behaviors for sitting or future 

campus administrators will help set a baseline to guide next steps.  Within this qualitative 

research study, all four districts supported the theme of defining quality leadership 

through leader standards.  In fact, LCISD described defining leadership as a foundational 

piece of its leadership development work.   

I actually think one of the very first things we did was the leadership definition.  

And I want to start with that because I think that's what we used to build 

everything.  That really was the foundation of our program.  What does a leader 

look like?  What do we want them to know?  What skills do we want them to 

have?  And then from that we began to develop the pipeline pieces and the 

selection processes, things related to it.  I kind of think our definition was the 

basis. (LCISD, P2) 

 

Every participating district in this research study had a defined leadership 

definition, profile, or value system.  This included broad expectations of leadership, along 

with specific competencies that further articulated specific expectations of employees. 

 

Enrollment Trends 

In Texas, the rise in public-school student enrollment is more pronounced in 

recent years, as compared to other states.  According to national figures, public-school 

enrollment in Texas rose by 18.8% between 2004 and 2014, which is more than 6 times 

the enrollment increases across the United States (3.1%) over the same time period.  This 

marks the second-highest percentage increase in statewide public-school enrollment in 

the nation, behind Utah at 26.2% (Texas Education Agency, 2018).  The recent growth in 
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Texas has also gravitated to more urban areas where fast-growth public-school districts 

enrolled 33.4% of all students statewide—and 78.5% of all new students during the 

2015–2016 school year (Fast Growth School Coalition, 2018).  According to the Fast 

Growth School Coalition (2018), “projections show that population growth in Texas will 

reach 8.6% over the next 5 years, while the United States is only expected to grow by 

4.8%” (p. 10). 

This trend is important for LCISD to monitor, as it is consistently rated as one of 

the 10 fastest growing school districts in the state of Texas.  According to the 

demography firm, Population & Survey Analysts, LCISD added 1,317 students from the 

2016–2017 school year to the 2017–2018 school year, which ranked sixth out of more 

than 1,000 Texas school districts in total student gain.  From 2012 to 2017, LCISD added 

6,011 students which resulted in a 23% change in district enrollment (Population & 

Survey Analysts, 2019).  LCISD is representative of several fast-growth public-school 

districts in Texas that face a myriad of personnel challenges associated with student 

enrollment growth.  Moreover, the population and student enrollment growth in LCISD is 

not expected to slow in the near future.  In 2018, LCISD ranked second among public-

school districts in the Houston area for the most housing starts with 3,136.  This 

represented a 25% increase in LCISD compared to a 10.4% increase across the Houston 

area.  Additionally, only 30% of the 385 square miles that comprise LCISD are built out, 

and projections show 42,291 new single-family homes and 23,375 new students over the 

next decade alone (Population & Survey Analysts, 2019).  

In 2017, LCISD began preparing for this growth through the design and partial 

implementation of a comprehensive leadership development program to improve the 
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capacity and preparedness among its employees—specifically aspiring and sitting 

campus administrators.  The researcher of this study is a member of the LCISD 

leadership development team, and the intent of this study was to support LCISD in its 

efforts to identify and cultivate quality school leaders.  Based upon the results from this 

qualitative research study, LCISD believes the early return on investment looks to be 

promising.  

The impact that the whole framework has had on our hiring practices and the 

percentage of new hires that came from within versus outside is huge. (LCISD, 

P3) 

 

However, a cursory review of the initiatives being launched or developed by other school 

districts shows there is still much to explore within LCISD. 

 

Leadership Development 

According to the research, business and industry have emphasized the importance 

of talent management and succession planning for decades.  These business strategies 

aim to improve long-term corporate sustainability, while public-schools appear more 

shortsighted, often only focusing on filling the immediate position using available 

individuals (Calareso, 2013; Leithwood & Seashore Louis, 2012; Peters, 2011).  Peters 

(2011) argues that “succession planning is much more than just hiring a leader to fill a 

vacancy created when another resigns or leaves.  Changes in leadership often happen 

within schools and districts.  To minimize instability, districts should require schools to 

develop a plan for leadership succession” (p. 80).  In this study, LCISD noted the 

implementation of leadership development programming has launched a focus on 

succession within the organization. 
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I mean it really is the ultimate succession plan … the quality of candidate we've 

seen come through.  We're putting better leaders in positions, which means we're 

putting better leaders in front of our students and their parents and our 

communities, which just makes you a stronger organization. (LCISD, P4) 

 

However, in many public-school districts, educators piece together training and 

experiences independently, which leads to variance in educator experiences and 

qualifications (Calareso, 2013).  Calareso (2013) points out “the key is that the process of 

leadership formation is not random and serendipitous, but rather intentional and well 

planned” (p. 28).  As such, all the districts in this research study applied some form of 

criteria to review and screen potential participants before they enter a leadership 

development program.  District A, for example, noted how it had to initially clarify and 

emphasize the purpose of each institute. 

One thing they would really talk about early on in this, and districts are bad about 

this, is anybody that's upright and breathing comes to their principal and says, "I'd 

like to be in the leadership Academy."  The principal didn't want to make anybody 

mad, so they just put them in there.  We've been much more intentional about 

saying you just can't get in just because you want to get in.  (District A, P1) 

 

This intentionality ensures exceptional candidates are moving through the pipeline or 

programming and those who need supplementary attention, receive it in the proper form 

and fashion.   

Effective leadership development programs require buy-in from executive 

leadership and a top-down commitment to encourage a culture that values human capital.  

According to Leithwood et al. (2004), regardless of the location or organizational 

context, “those in formal positions of authority in school systems are likely still the most 

influential.  Efforts to improve their recruitment, training, evaluation and ongoing 

development should be considered highly cost-effective approaches to successful school 

improvement” (p. 14).  It can be assumed that all four of the high-performing, fast-
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growth public-school districts in this research study have clarity on the importance and 

purpose of leadership development considering all of the participants were central office 

administrators—including four superintendents.  District B also mentioned that when it 

comes to leadership development, the focus has more recently shifted to system 

alignment.  

One of the things I would say has grown and changed over the 6 years … is that 

we're now aligning our systems.  We're not just trying to build leaders, but we're 

aligning that to our values and aligning that to our selection process, our 

professional development that's ongoing.  So, our area superintendents work with 

our principals and assistant principals with monthly meetings and different kinds 

of trainings and we're trying to get all of those systems aligned so that we're all 

working towards the same goal, to help better develop our leadership capacity.  

And that's a huge difference than where we were in the beginning. (District B, P5) 

 

If there is not alignment among senior leaders regarding leadership development, it is 

unlikely to take root in the organization. 

 

Campus Administrator Preparation Programs 

One area of alignment among three of the four school districts in this research 

study was a focus on mentoring and coaching.  This aligns with findings from Stanford 

researchers, LaPointe and Davis (2006), who sought out and studied several highly 

developed pre- and in-service program models from across the country to better 

understand key issues in developing strong campus administrators.  They concluded that 

where “many traditional programs focus on school management, these exemplary 

programs seek to develop the ability to coach and support teachers” (LaPointe & Davis, 

2006, p. 4).  To do just that, District B launched a teacher leader institute during the 

2019–2020 school year, while also continuing its focus on developing a culture of 

coaching.  



128 

 

We also last year did a lot of work with coaching and trying to create a coaching 

culture among our leaders.  That work is continuing this year. (District B, P2) 

 

District A and LCISD similarly emphasized mentoring and coaching as a key lever of its 

leadership development programming.   

More recently, Gates et al. (2019) analyzed several years of data from PPI, which 

examined the efforts of six urban school districts.  The findings from these large, urban 

school districts show that implementing leadership development systems and programs 

are possible because recommended processes were implemented, affordable because the 

financial cost was less than 0.5% of the district budget, and effective because of the 

impact on student achievement.  The Wallace Foundation funded and delivered technical 

aid to these six school districts from 2011 to 2016 to examine the effectiveness of a PPI 

(Gates et al., 2019). 

 The PPI organized principal pipeline activities into four categories: 

• leader standards that guide all pipeline activities; 

• preservice preparation opportunities for assistant principals and principals; 

• selective hiring and placement; and 

• on-the-job induction, evaluation, and support (Gates et al., 2019). 

Similarly, all four high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in this 

research study had correlating activities to all four of these categories.  Examples include 

definitions of leadership, preservice programming, intentional placement processes, and a 

continuum of support once a leader was placed.  

Additionally, each of the following five recommendations were found across all 

six of the PPI school districts: 

• Secure commitment for this work at the highest levels of the district;  
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• Prioritize leader standards efforts;  

• Identify and use data that can inform pipeline efforts;  

• Commit to the long haul; and  

• Monitor performance to identify lessons learned and tailor supports (Gates et 

al., 2019). 

The findings from this qualitative research study align with the aforementioned 

recommendations, through various themes, such as crucial conversations, leadership 

definition, and continuous program development.  Data systems were also mentioned 

within this research study.  For example, District C emphasized the need to continue to 

connect initiatives back to data systems. 

I think the data system is going to be the catalyst to all of the future work around 

identifying and projecting vacancies and then making sure that you're preparing 

the right number of people for the future needs of the district.  I think that's a huge 

project to tackle, but now it's exciting that there are foundational pieces in place 

so we actually can do that.  I'm not saying it's going to be easy; I'm just saying it's 

going to be very important.  And then … being able to use the data to inform 

those decisions that are specifically around leadership development and talent. 

(District C, P1) 

 

Gates et al. (2019) further contend that school districts looking for ways to 

enhance school outcomes and improve the retention of newly placed principals should be 

encouraged by the experiences of PPI districts. 

Our findings suggest that when districts focused attention on activities related to 

principal pipelines, principals, schools, and students benefited.  The initiative 

looked different on the ground in different districts, which implies that there is no 

“recipe” for other districts to follow.  Instead, the work involves analyzing 

conditions, opportunities, and constraints and making strategic choices based on 

that assessment, and this in turn calls for enduring commitment and an openness 

to changes in the way districts manage their principal pipeline. (p. 74) 

 

These findings reinforce the importance of first understanding your context, 

before developing suitable leadership strategies (Gates et al., 2019; Hallinger, 2010).  
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This was also affirmed by three of the participating high-performing, fast-growth public-

school districts in this study.  For example, District A stated that the scope and sequence 

depend on the district.  

You can't start it all at once … Maybe aspiring principals is where you need to 

start with an intense program of meeting all those needs.  Or maybe you're seeing 

a high turnover rate in your principal positions, then obviously, that would be 

your focus. (District A, p. 5)  

 

The consensus among all four school districts was to collaborate with stakeholders on the 

development of initiatives, but District A, District C, and LCISD all agreed the place to 

begin is variable.   

 

Recommendations for Practice 

Based on the results of this qualitative research study, there were 15 themes that 

emerged from the FGDs among the four high-performing, fast-growth public-school 

districts. Of those 15 themes, nine were referenced by 100% or all four of the participant 

school districts.  Those themes include: a) principal preparation programs, b) assistant 

principal preparation programs, c) leader standards, d) stakeholder input, e) culture of 

feedback, f) continuous program development, g) external input, h) crucial conversations, 

and i) candidate quality.  

The theme of candidate quality is an outcome of leadership development 

programming; therefore, it is inherently found in the successful implementation of the 

first two themes.  As such, the eight remaining themes listed above, coupled with the 

extant literature offer the following recommendations that may help practitioners. 

• The results of this study suggest that principal preparation and development 

programs should be an area of focus for school districts that are struggling 
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with campus administrator quality or retention.  These programs help to 

ensure current assistant principals are ready to lead a campus.  However, 

participant school districts also encourage a continuum of experiences for 

aspiring principals, newly placed principals, and veteran principals. 

• The results of this study suggest that assistant principal preparation and 

development programs should be an area of focus for school districts that are 

struggling with campus administrator quality or retention.  These programs 

help to ensure current teacher leaders and instructional staff are prepared to 

excel in an assistant principal role.  However, participant school districts also 

encourage a continuum of experiences for aspiring assistant principals, newly 

placed assistant principals, and veteran assistant principals. 

• The results of this study suggest that leader standards, such as leadership 

definitions, values, and profiles, are important foundational elements to help 

school districts understand exactly what is expected of leaders within an 

organization.  Leadership definitions can also form the basis of rubrics or 

evaluative tools that deliver more objective feedback to employees regarding 

philosophical expectations on leadership behaviors. 

• The results of this study suggest that broad stakeholder input should be an 

essential activity for developing consensus on both leader standards and the 

design of future leadership development programming.  

• The results of this study suggest that a culture of feedback and two-way 

communication should be encouraged for both employee growth and program 

improvement.  
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• The results of this study suggest that continuous program development is an 

expectation of successful leadership development programming.  This applies 

not only to the iterative review of existing leadership development programs, 

but also to the launch of new and innovative programs as the organization 

grows or evolves. 

• The results of this study suggest that external input should be considered to 

review or examine leadership development programming.  This applies not 

only to the design and development phase, but as on ongoing process through 

external review by consultants, or through benchmarking against other 

leadership development programs or emerging research.  

• The results of this study suggest that crucial conversations are needed with 

employees throughout the system regarding the change process when 

leadership development programs are designed or implemented.  Additionally, 

crucial conversations must occur among and between the design team of any 

leadership development initiative to reduce conflict and confusion in later 

stages of implementation.   

 

Recommendations for Context 

Based on the results of this qualitative research study, it should be highlighted that 

LCISD and the other three participant school districts aligned on nine of the final 15 

themes.  Furthermore, dialogue from LCISD appeared in 14 of the 15 final themes.  

Therefore, it can be inferred that LCISD is overwhelmingly aligned with the three other 

districts on leadership development programming and initiatives.  Although the data 

collected from these four districts all supported similar themes, the approaches and 
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insights from each district were not identical.  As such, there were several specific 

initiatives which emerged from the FGDs in other districts that may potentially benefit 

LCISD.  These include: a) teacher leader development, b) central office leader 

development, c) data systems, d) evaluations, and e) an emphasis on equity.  

• The results of this study suggest a teacher leader development program may 

help to identify future assistant principal candidates, while also building the 

capacity of current employees, whether or not they choose to pursue campus 

administration.  Two of the participating school districts in this qualitative 

research study referenced a teacher leader program that was in place, while 

the other noted a desire to connect more with teachers as a part of leadership 

development. 

• The results of this study suggest a central office leader development program 

may help principals who aspire to further their career within central office.  

This would also reinforce the continual development of sitting principals.   

Although none of the participating school districts in this qualitative research 

study have a formal central office leader development program in place, the 

need for such a program was noted by District A, which has the most long-

standing leadership development program in place, as a future focus area.    

• The results of this study suggest that robust data systems are needed to 

identify, develop, place, and support campus administrators.  Two of the 

participant school districts in this qualitative research study noted that data 

systems are essential to connect information that may or may not be readily 

available, which leads to more informed decisions around staffing projections, 
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talent management, and leadership development.  For instance, a data 

gathering process to monitor the skills, experiences, and competencies of 

current and potential campus administrators could prove beneficial in making 

more informed hiring decisions or adjustments to leadership development 

programming.  Moreover, data systems could conceivably track the 

effectiveness of internally developed leaders versus those who were recruited 

from outside of the organization by correlating individual development 

experiences to student achievement.   

• The results of this study suggest that evaluations are a valuable tool to drive 

leadership development work.  Three of the four participating school districts 

in this qualitative research study specifically referenced the need to align 

leadership development work with employee evaluations.  This included 

strategically aligning employee evaluations to leader standards, while also 

using evaluations as a tool to design personalized learning opportunities for 

both individuals and employee groups by role. 

• The results of this study suggest it may be beneficial to emphasize equity and 

diversity among leadership development program participants.  Two of the 

four participating school districts in this qualitative research study specifically 

mentioned an intentional focus on equity, diversity, and representation in its 

leadership development work.  This recommendation is not to imply that 

LCISD does not value equity and diversity, but it does suggest—based upon 

the results of the FGD—there may be opportunities to definitively reinforce 
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and highlight the importance of equity and diversity within the leadership 

development work.   

 

Recommendations for Research 

Based on the results of this qualitative research study, there are several potential 

topics to consider for continuing research: a) leadership development within smaller fast-

growth public-school districts, b) leadership development not associated with fast-growth 

districts, c) school districts with more established leadership development programs, d) a 

statewide survey of all fast-growth public-school districts in Texas, e) a deeper 

examination of the themes or recommendations found within this qualitative research 

study, f) the role of university research partnerships, and g) leadership development 

identification processes.  Expressly, the following studies may be considered: 

• Examine if there any high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts with 

student enrollments of less than 30,000 that utilize leadership development 

programming.  

• Explore leadership development strategies of high-performing public-school 

districts that are not experiencing fast growth.  

• Investigate school districts with established leadership development programs 

in existence more than 5 years, 10 years, or more. 

• Survey every fast-growth public-school district in the state of Texas, based 

upon the Fast Growth School District Coalition inclusion criteria, to determine 

the variance or degree of leadership development programming that is 

occurring among all fast-growth public-school districts in Texas. 
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• Examine any of the final 15 themes, eight recommendations for practice, or 

five recommendations for context in further detail, as they relate to leadership 

development programming in various contexts. However, data systems and 

evaluations appear to offer significant opportunities for research.  Specifically, 

a study could utilize these two contextual recommendations to correlate how 

leadership development training results in improved student achievement. 

• Investigate the role of University research partnerships—along with regional 

education service centers—to determine if there are affiliations resulting in 

credentialed educators who are perceived to be more qualified.   

• Assess the identification processes for leadership development programs to 

determine what admissions standards, and participant removal procedures are 

in place to ensure program sustainability.     

 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to determine the leadership development strategies 

utilized by high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts in Texas to inform and 

advance a leadership development program within the researcher’s school district, 

LCISD.  In all, 15 final themes emerged from this qualitative research study.  Of those 15 

themes, nine were referenced by 100% or all four of the participant school districts.  

Those themes included: a) principal preparation programs, b) assistant principal 

preparation programs, c) leader standards, d) stakeholder input, e) culture of feedback, f) 

continuous program development, g) external input, h) crucial conversations, and i) 

candidate quality.  The theme of candidate quality is an outcome of leadership 

development programming; therefore, it is inherently found in the successful 
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implementation of the first two themes.  As such, the eight remaining themes, offer 

recommendations that may benefit practitioners. 

Based on the results of this qualitative research study, it should be highlighted that 

LCISD and the three other participant school districts aligned on nine of the final 15 

themes.  Furthermore, dialogue from LCISD was represented in 14 of the 15 final 

themes.  Therefore, it can be inferred that LCISD is overwhelmingly aligned with the 

sample group on leadership development programming and initiatives.  Although themes 

are connected, they are not identical.  As such, there were several specific initiatives 

discussed within the 15 overarching themes that may potentially benefit LCISD.  These 

included: a) teacher leader development, b) central office leader development, c) data 

systems, d) evaluations, and e) an emphasis on equity.   

Finally, the extant literature surrounding the importance, influence, and positive 

impact of public-school administrators is substantial and it further supports the leadership 

development strategies and results that are found within this qualitative research study 

(Leithwood et al., 2004; Leithwood et al., 2008; Waters et al., 2005).  Leadership 

development, as a comprehensive training program, therefore, represents a viable 

approach for school districts to build the leadership capacity of their employees and 

potentially reduce the variability of applicants for campus leadership positions.  This 

validates the time, effort, and energy being placed on leadership development by the four 

high-performing, fast-growth public-school districts that comprise this research study.  

This qualitative research study also adds to the broader discussion of leadership 

development programming as an effective lever to improve student performance. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Participant Recruitment Email 

 

 

Hello Superintendent,  

 

My name is Michael Rockwood and I am the Chief of Staff in the Lamar Consolidated 

Independent School District and a doctoral candidate in the K-12 Educational Leadership 

program at Baylor University.  I am currently conducting a research study for my 

dissertation on the leadership development strategies of high-performing, fast-growth 

school districts in Texas.  Based on the academic performance of your school district, the 

number of students, and fast-growth inclusion criteria, your district has been selected to 

participate in this study.  The results of this study will be used to inform and advance a 

leadership development program within Lamar CISD to assure strong principal 

leadership.   

 

I know you have a full schedule, but I am respectfully requesting an opportunity to 

complete a one-hour focus group with yourself and five other employees who have 

designed, implemented or oversee current leadership development programming in your 

school district.  

 

I would like to complete this one-hour focus group at your convenience between late 

September and mid-October.  At a preferred time and location of your choosing, I will 

arrive at your district with all of the necessary materials to complete this process.  I do 

respectfully request your assistance in identifying the five other employee participants 

from your school district.  If you agree to participate, I will contact your administrative 

assistant to schedule the focus group and confirm the five additional employees.  There is 

no preliminary preparation required, but as a courtesy I have attached the six primary 

focus group research questions. 

 

I would like to thank you in advance for considering this request.  Your input is essential 

to the success of this study.  Neither your name, nor your school district will be identified 

in this research.  If you decide to participate in my research study, please contact me at 

(281) 844-1382 or Michael_Rockwood1@baylor.edu.  Thank you and I look forward to 

your response.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Michael Rockwood 

Doctoral Candidate, K-12 Educational Leadership – Baylor University  
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