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with more than just a few members.  
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Michael D. Richardson is Director of the Doctoral Program in Curriculum and Leadership and the Fuller E. 
Callaway Professorial Chair at Columbus State University. He previously held faculty and administrative appointments 
at Western Kentucky University, Clemson University, Georgia Southern University, Mercer University and 
Southeastern Louisiana University.  He completed a BS and MA in Education at Tennessee Technological University 
and was awarded the Ed.D. in Educational Administration from the University of Tennessee.  Dr. Richardson served 
as Founding Editor of the Journal of School Leadership an internationally refereed journal of educational leadership, 
Founding Editor of Contemporary Issues in Educational Leadership, and as Editor of The Journal of At-Risk Issues.  He has 
authored or edited seventeen books, published more than one hundred-twenty-five articles in professional journals, 
published more than fifty book chapters and made more than two hundred-twenty-five presentations to state, 
regional, national and international professional organizations.  He has chaired more than ninety dissertations and 
continues to actively conduct research and write for publication.  His current research areas are organizational theory, 
particularly resiliency of leaders, phenomenology, and the implications of technology for education.  Dr. Richardson 
served as a secondary and elementary principal, Personnel Director, Director of Special Projects, Coordinator of 
Federal Programs, and Assistant Superintendent before entering higher education. 
 Michael has been an active member of SCREA for over a decade.  He has presented papers for the 
last 14 years, hosted the conference in Savannah in 1998 and was program chair in 1999 and 2000.  Dr. 
Richardson gave workshops on academic publishing at the conference for nine years, as a way of serving the 
organization and its members.  He served on the Executive Board for five years and was the founder and 
first editor of the SRCEA Yearbook.  Finally, Dr. Richardson was the person who initiated the Jack Greer 
Award.  In addition to being an outstanding teacher and scholar, Dr. Michael Richardson has demonstrated 
a life-long dedication to SRCEA and so it is most appropriate that he was this year’s recipient. 
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Reflections on the 2013 SRCEA Yearbook  
 

Frances Kochan, Linda Searby & Maysaa Barakat 
Auburn University 

 
 
Last year’s SRCEA conference theme was Jazzing It 
Up.  We think the title is very appropriate to this 
2013 Yearbook, as it contains a mixture of many 
diverse ideas coming from both seasoned scholars 
and newer arrivals.  The topics cover issues in K–
12 and higher education and they are situated in a 
wide variety of settings.  We think that, like jazz, 
the parts of the journal come together to form an 
interesting and exciting whole. 
 
The first article, Successful Principals in High Poverty 
Schools: Some Basic Criteria, written by Sheila Moore, 
received the SRCEA Outstanding Young Scholar 
Award.  Dr. Moore’s article focuses on principals 
of successful and unsuccessful schools who serve 
high poverty student populations.  Like the music 
of jazz, she moves from the traditional focus of 
most such research to look at the demographic 
factors related to these principals including such 
elements as race, gender, age, and years of service.  
Her findings provide important information for 
those hiring principals and point to a wide 
spectrum of research ideas for others to consider. 
 
The second paper, written by past president 
Barbara Mallory, Jazzing up the Leadership Repertoire: 
Findings from Action Research, also looks at leadership 
at the school level.  It not only incorporates the 
conference theme in its title, but describes a setting 
which depicts an ensemble of people, with 
differing roles, creating a new way of working 
together through a distributed leadership model.   
The rich descriptions provided help the reader to 
gain an in-depth understanding of the processes 
used and the outcomes achieved in this exciting 
approach to change. 
 
Edward Bouie, in his manuscript, The ‘Do Something 
Syndrome’: Planning for School Improvement in a 
Turbulent Political environment, presents a 
stimulating overview of the political environment 
which has forced schools into a continuous cycle 
of change.  This movement and back and forth 

flow is similar to the notes that flow from a jazz 
number, but unlike the unique sounds that emote 
from the instruments, Bouie presents an 
environment of discord, in which inappropriate 
models are being thrust upon schools, causing 
them to “do something” which may not be a viable 
solution to the problems before them.  
 
Like the ebb and flow of jazz, Sandra Bass Talbert 
and Don Beach move the focus of the Yearbook 
back to the individual leader in their article, 
Superintendent Retention: Organizational Commitment and 
Superintendent Longevity.  Continuing the metaphor 
of jazz, these authors take a look at the longevity of 
the superintendent through a creative lens.  They 
examine, not what others, such as the school board 
or community think or do, but rather focus on the 
commitment of the superintendent as an element 
in his or her continuation on the job.  The result is 
an intriguing and unique look at the issue of 
superintendent retention, which offers intriguing 
avenues for future research. 
 
Christopher Pritchett and Trellys Riley continue 
the focus on school leadership in their paper, 
School Leaders’ Perceptions of the Importance of 
Disposition Standards for Potential Leaders.  The 
authors help us to see, that like a jazz group, all 
players must have a voice and a part to play in the 
final outcome if it is to be successful.  They delve 
into school leaders’ perceptions of university 
preparation programs and the standards used in 
creating and implementing them.  They move us 
from the school setting to the connections between 
schools and universities.  This helps us to 
transition to the next part of the Yearbook, which 
focuses on issues more closely connected to higher 
education. Musically then, we move to another 
tempo. 
 
Pamela Lemoine, Michael Richardson, Evan 
Mense, and Kenneth Lance, not only change the 
tempo, open up a whole new dimension of 
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learning in their article, Cyberlearning: The Social 
Media Connection. They explore new horizons 
through their comprehensive description of the 
world of social media and how it is and can be 
used in higher education to foster learning and 
personal growth.  They present the challenges and 
open our eyes and our ears to new possibilities.  
The concepts of equity and fostering learning for 
all through social media carry-over, like a musical 
theme, to our next study. 
 
Marc Ellison, Jaclyn Clark, Michael Cunningham, 
and Rebecca Hansen present a melody of hope in 
their manuscript, Academic and Campus Accommoda-
tions that Foster Success for College Students with 
Asperger’s Disorder.  Here, they identify the attributes 
necessary if institutions want to ensure success for 
students with Asperger’s Disorder.  The authors 
stress the need to have an environment in which, 
like a good jazz ensemble, the parts create a whole 
in which everything and everyone one is able to 
add their own special attribute to enrich the 
outcome. 
 
Tina Tinney’s article, Using a Biological Lens to 
Investigate Successful Student Outcomes: Linking Planning, 
Policies, and Population Dynamics, like the previous 
authors, examines issues within the environment.  
However, she addresses them from the perspective 
of how students’ use the resources available within 
the university setting relates to their learning 

success.  This manuscript, which won the out-
standing graduate paper award, completes our 
repertoire.  As a graduate student who demon-
strated outstanding research and writing skills, like 
the jazz musician who plays a new sound or 
rhythm, she helps us to see how we can build on 
past knowledge to create new understandings. 
 
We thank all of the authors for their contributions 
to the Yearbook. Our gratitude also goes to the 
reviewers, who are listed separately, within this 
document.  They graciously contributed their time 
and expertise to assure a high quality publication.  
Thanks also go to Altamese Stroud-Hill, our 
wonderful assistant, who formatted all of the 
materials and helped to complete this task.  We 
could not have completed it without her. 
 
This will be our last year as co-editors of the 
SRCEA Yearbook. We have appreciated the 
opportunity and thank the officers and SRCEA 
Board for their support over the last two years.  
We pass the mantle on to Dr. Ronald Childress, in 
the College of Education and Professional 
Development at Marshall University in Charleston. 
Dr. Childress has been a prolific contributor to the 
journal and has served as a reviewer for many 
years.  He will bring his expertise and commitment 
to this task and we thank him for accepting it.  We 
know he will do a fantastic job.  
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2013 OUTSTANDING YOUNG SCHOLAR PAPER 

Successful Principals in High Poverty Schools: 
Some Basic Criteria 

 
Sheila D. Moore 

Florida A&M University 
 
 

Abstract 
Studies about the role of the principal in creating school success often examine what principals do and the types of leadership they provide.  
This study took a somewhat different approach by examining demographic data related to principals of successful and unsuccessful high 
poverty schools to determine whether differences existed in terms of gender, age, and years of experience as principal.  The study also 
examined the size of the school population.  The findings from this study suggest that principal age, experience, and school size may be 
factors in successful and unsuccessful high poverty schools. 
 
 

Introduction 
Never in the history of education has there been so 
much attention paid to moving all public school 
students to high levels of achievement (Ylimaki, 
2007).  Policies and laws such as No Child Left 
Behind Act (2001) and a history of reports through 
the years (National Commission on Teaching and 
America’s Future, 2003; National Policy Board for 
Educational Administration, 2002, p. 2; National 
Staff Development Council (NSDC), 2000) have 
emphasized the need to improve schools.  Creating 
high quality schools requires setting high standards 
for all students (Carter, 2000; Kannapel & 
Clements, 2005); populating every school with 
leaders and teachers that are highly qualified and 
competent (Fullan, 2002; Hale & Moorman, 2003; 
Leithwood & Riehl, 2003); and assuring that school 
leaders and teachers participate in high quality 
professional development practices that are aligned 
with professional development standards that 
promote student achievement (Blankstein, 2004). 
 
Schools with high concentrations of children of 
poverty face significant school improvement 
challenges.  Poverty can have a significant impact 
on student achievement (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn 
1997).  Traditionally, schools with high poverty 
rates have struggled to educate students success-
fully (Carter, 2000; Kannapel & Clements, 2005).  
Children living in poverty are more likely to fall 
behind their classmates, be labeled as problem 

students, be absent, be truant, have negative 
performance on standardized tests, and eventually 
drop out of school altogether.   
 
More than 20 years ago, educators began exploring 
how schools with high numbers of poor students 
could be as successful in student performance as 
schools in more advantaged communities.  
Research on similar populations has found that 
students who live in poverty experience school 
differently than affluent students (Comer, 2001; 
Griffith, 2002; Williams, 2003).  However, students 
in high poverty schools can perform well 
(Kannapel & Clements, 2005; Simon & Izumi, 
2003).   
 
During the present school accountability era, 
identifying specific elements that help schools 
steadily raise the level of student achievement has 
become particularly important to stakeholders 
including school administrators, teachers, parents, 
and politicians (Gieselmann, 2009).  Research has 
indicated that certain characteristics are associated 
with increased student achievement and perfor-
mance in schools traditionally viewed as low 
performing with a large number of students living 
in poverty (Kannapel & Clements, 2005). It is 
understood and virtually known that principals are 
a key to school success and student learning 
(Schargel, Thacker, & Bell, 2007).  This is strongly 
substantiated for the specific cases of highly 
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effective schools serving high poverty populations 
(Carter, 2000; Schargel, Thacker, & Bell, 2007). 
Effective leadership matters in high poverty 
schools, and if schools are not participating in high 
quality professional development, student achieve-
ment will remain stagnate (Joyce & Showers, 2002). 
 
Carter (2000) reported successful high poverty 
schools have professional education personnel that 
support the belief that all students can and will 
learn.  High poverty schools with principals and 
teachers that believe in their students, set high 
goals for their students, and engage in professional 
development activities that promote supportive 
and nurturing classroom environments have 
students with higher achievement scores (Carter; 
Kannapel & Clements, 2005).  
 
Although the literature indicates students can 
achieve in a high poverty situation, many still have 
the belief that poverty equates low achievement in 
schools.  As a result, low expectations, low stan-
dards for teaching and learning, ineffective 
leadership and low academic success for students 
who find themselves in poverty is still a reality. 
 
To counteract this belief, the state of Alabama 
created the Torchbearer Schools Program in 2004 
to recognize high-poverty, high-performing public 
schools.  The Alabama Leadership Academy (ALA; 
2006) at the Alabama State Department of 
Education was established to increase the 
achievement of all students in Alabama by 
supporting the growth and development of 
superintendents, principals, and teachers as 
instructional leaders.  A book study conducted by 
the Alabama Leadership Academy formed the basis 
of the Torchbearer Program.  The book study 
group read and discussed Samuel Casey-Carter’s 
book, No Excuses: 21 Lessons from High-Performing, 
High Poverty Schools (Carter, 2000).  Carter’s book 
outlines research-based methods for raising student 
achievement in 21 high-poverty population schools 
in the nation.  The belief of many who attended 
the book study was that Alabama had no high-
poverty high-performing public schools (Alabama 
Leadership Academy, 2006).  However, some 
members disagreed, and so the members of the 

Alabama Leadership Academy, which included 
Alabama State Department of Education 
personnel, created the Torchbearer Schools 
Program to recognize high-poverty, high-
performing public schools in Alabama.  To be 
considered for recognition as a Torchbearer 
School, schools must meet the following criteria:  
 

1. at least 80% of the student population 
receive free/reduced meals; 

2. at least 80% of students score at Levels III or 
IV on the Math section of the Alabama 
Reading and Mathematics Test (ARMT); 

3. at least 80% of students score at Levels III or 
IV of the Reading section of the Alabama 
Reading and Mathematics Test (ARMT); 

4. at least 95% of twelfth grade students pass all 
required subjects of the Alabama High 
School Graduation Exam (high schools); and 

5. have a graduation rate above the state 
average (high schools). 

 
Twenty-two schools have been awarded this 
designation more than once since the program 
began in 2004.  Of these, 20 were elementary 
schools, and two were middle/junior high schools.  
There has been only one high school awarded this 
designation since the inception of the Torchbearer 
Schools program. 
 
The Alabama Leadership Academy (2006) 
conducted site visits to Torchbearer Schools to 
discern why these schools were successful when 
other schools with similar demographics had not 
been.  Torchbearer Schools had several traits in 
common, but the most striking commonality 
among these schools was principals, teachers, and 
students who were excited about learning (ALA, 
2006).  Torchbearer School principals indicated in 
a Principal Survey administered in year three of the 
program by the Alabama Leadership Academy 
(2009) that they believed that poverty is no excuse 
for poor achievement.  The principals also 
indicated that the strength and commitment of 
their professional development program is a factor 
in their success.  Principals reported that teachers 
in Torchbearer Schools participate in professional 
development that allowed them to provide input 
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into instructional decisions.  They also noted that 
high-level, ongoing, capacity building professional 
development is a priority in their schools. 
 

Statement of the Problem 
Research indicates that the principal is an 
important element in school success (Leithwood & 
Riehl, 2005; Marks & Printy, 2003; Ylimaki, 2007).  
However, little research exists about the principals 
of Alabama Torchbearer Schools and the role that 
they play in creating school success and academic 
achievement in high poverty schools.  Lindahl 
(2008) compared the organizational culture and 
climate of Alabama Torchbearer Schools and Non-
Torchbearer Schools serving low-income students.  
The results from this study strongly supported the 
fact that the Torchbearer Schools had significantly 
more positive school climates than their counter-
parts, Non-Torchbearer Schools. However, 
Lindahl’s study did not address the principals’ role 
in the success of high poverty high achieving 
schools.  Studies about the role of the principal in 
creating school success often examine what 
principals do and the types of leadership they 
provide.  This study took a somewhat different 
approach by examining demographic data related 
to principals of successful and unsuccessful high 
poverty schools to determine whether differences 
existed in terms of gender, age, and years of 
experience as principal.  It also examined the size 
of the school population. 
 

Sample Population 
Two groups were identified to participate in this 
study.  One group, identified as Torchbearer 
School principals, is in high-poverty and high- 
performing schools which have been awarded the 
Alabama Torchbearer School designation begin-
ning the 2004–2005 school year.  Principals from 
fifty-nine Torchbearer Schools agreed to 
participate in the study. 
 
A comparison population of principals from low-
performing elementary, middle, and junior high 
schools serving low-income students were selected 
using data from the Alabama Department of 
Education’s (ALSDE) web site.  First, ALSDE’s 
list of schools that did not make Adequate Yearly 

Progress for school year 2008–2009 was used to 
determine which schools met this criterion.  Then, 
in order to assure the matched school population, 
the ALSDE database on those schools was used to 
identify which of those schools served populations 
in which 70% or more of the students qualified for 
free or reduce priced lunch.  Twenty-nine princi-
pals from Non-Torchbearer Schools participated in 
the study. 
 

Data Collection 
This was a two-part study which used a survey 
instrument to gather data.  Part of the survey 
included a demographic questionnaire which 
gathered the characteristics of principals of 
Torchbearer Schools and principals of Non-
Torchbearer Schools in terms of (a) gender, (b) 
age, and (c) years of experience as a principal.  It 
also included a question about school size.  After 
approval to conduct the study was received from 
the University Institutional Review Board, the 
demographic questionnaire and a letter asking for 
participation were sent to all principals in the 
population.  A stamped, self-addressed envelope in 
which to return the completed survey was also 
included.  A second mail-out was sent three weeks 
later as a follow up.  The questionnaires were 
color-coded to identify the respondents as coming 
from a Torchbearer or Non-Torchbearer Schools.  
There were no other identifying features on the 
questionnaire or return envelops.  
 

Limitations 
This study had the following limitation: 
 

1) Only elementary, middle/junior high 
schools in Alabama were included in this 
study. 

 
Although findings from the study may be 
generalized to schools and principals in Alabama 
with similar populations to those in this study, the 
findings cannot be generalized beyond the State. 
 
This study had the following assumption: 
 

1) It is presumed that principal responses on 
the NSDC survey, demographic and 
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qualitative responses reflected their honest 
perceptions. 

 
Data Analysis 

There were 88 valid responses, yielding an overall 
response rate of 73 percent.  Fifty-nine or 84% of 
the principals in Torchbearer Schools responded.  
Twenty-nine or 58% of the principals in Non-
Torchbearer Schools participated.  Descriptive 
statistics were used to identify characteristics of the 
demographic data for principals of Torchbearer 
Schools and principals of Non-Torchbearer 
Schools. 

Results 
Gender 
The gender of principals in the two types of 
schools is reported in Tables 1, 2, and 3.  Overall, 
two-thirds of the principals in these schools were 
female.  In the Torchbearer Schools, 39% of the 
principals were male and 61% were female.  The 
difference in the number of males and females in 
the Non-Torchbearer Schools were greater.  In 
these schools, only 28% of the principals were 
males, while 72% were females. 
 

Table 1 
Gender: Torchbearer and Non-Torchbearer Principals (N=88) 

N   Valid Frequency Percent  Valid Percent 
Valid Male 29 33.0 33.0 
 Female 59 67.0 67.0 
 Total 88 100.0 100.0 

 
Table 2 

Gender: Torchbearer Principals (N=59) 

N   Valid Frequency Percent  Valid Percent 
Valid Male 23 39.0 39.0 
 Female 36 61.0 61.0 
 Total 59 100.0 100.0 

 
Table 3 

Gender: Non-Torchbearer Principals (N=29) 

N   Valid Frequency Percent  Valid Percent 
Valid Male 8 28.0 28.0 
 Female 21 72.0 72.0 
 Total 29 100.0 100.0 

 
Principal Age 
Demographic data related to principal age are 
reported in Table 4.  The data related to the age of 
principals in these schools indicates that the ages 
are similar, but there are also some differences.  
Although the percent of principals age 36–46 are 
almost the same (20.3) and (20.6) in both types of 
schools, there are older principals in the 
Torchbearer schools than in the non-Torchbearer 
Schools.  The percent of Torchbearer principals 

ages 47–57 is 62.7% while the percent in the other 
schools is 44.8%.  In addition, the percent of 
principals’ ages 58 or higher is 24.1% in the non-
torchbearer schools and 16.9% in the Torchbearer 
Schools.  At the opposite end of the continuum, 
there were 3 principals (10.3%) in the non-
Torchbearer Schools who reported being in the 
25–35 year age range, while no principals in the 
Torchbearer Schools fell into this category. 
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Table 4 
Principal Age 

Principal      Age 

 25–35 36–46 47–57 58 and more 

Torchbearer 0 12 37 10 
Percent 0 20.3% 62.7% 16.9% 
Non-Torchbearer 3 6 13 7 
Percent 10.3% 20.6% 44.8% 24.1% 

 
 
Experience 
Demographic data related to total principal 
experience are reported in Table 5.  The data 
related to experience of principals in these schools 
indicate that the percent of principals with 0–3 
years experience was greater for the Non-
Torchbearer principals (31.0%); no principals in 
the Torchbearer Schools fell into this category.  It 
appears that there are more experienced principals 
in the Torchbearer Schools than in the Non-
Torchbearer Schools.  The percent of Torchbearer 
principals reporting 10–12 years experience was 
38.9%, while the percent in the other school is 
6.8%.  Furthermore, the percent of principals with 
16–18 years of experience was 23.7% in the 
Torchbearer Schools and 6.8% in the Non-
Torchbearer Schools.  In addition, the percent of 

Torchbearer principals, reporting 13–15 years 
experience was 13.5% and 6.8% in the Non-
Torchbearer Schools.  Likewise, the percent of 
principals with 7–9 years experience was 24.1% in 
the Non-Torchbearer Schools and 5.0% in the 
Torchbearer Schools.  There were five principals in 
the Torchbearer Schools (8.4%) and Non-
Torchbearer Schools (17.2%) who reported being 
in the 4–6 years range.  At the opposite end of the 
continuum, 6.7% of Torchbearer principals 
reported being in the category of 19–25 years and 
two (3.3%) reported 26 years or more of 
experience; whereas there was one principal 
reporting in both categories of 19–25 years and 26 
years or more of experience for the Non-
Torchbearer Schools. 

 
Table 5 

Principal Experience by Years 

Principal 0–3 
years 

4–6 
years 

7–9 
years 

10–12 
years 

13–15 
years 

16–18 
years 

19–25 
years 

26 years 
and more 

Torchbearer 
Percent 

0 
0 

5 
8.4% 

3 
5.0% 

23 
38.9% 

8 
13.5% 

14 
23.7% 

4 
6.7% 

2 
3.3% 

Non-Torchbearer 
Percent 

9 
31.0% 

5 
17.2% 

7 
24.1% 

2 
6.8% 

2 
6.8% 

2 
6.8% 

1 
3.4% 

1 
3.4% 

 
 
School Population 
The data related to school size indicates that 
Torchbearer Schools are smaller than Non-
Torchbearer Schools.  Overall, two-thirds of the 
principals in Torchbearer Schools reported school 
populations of less than 300.  The difference in 

school populations for the Non-Torchbearer 
schools was greater.  In these schools, 53.8% 
reported that they were in schools that had student 
populations in the category of 300–500 (see Table 
6).  
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Table 6 
Principal by School Population 

 School Population 
 less than 300 300–500 501–750 751–1000 
Principal Torchbearer 38 15 3 1 
 Percent  66.7% 26.3% 5.3% 1.8% 
 Non-Torchbearer 5 14 4 2 
 Percent  19.2% 53.8% 15.4% 7.7% 

 
These data present some demographic information 
which may help explain some of the differences in 
student performance in these schools.  A 
discussion of the implications and conclusions for 
these results follows. 
 

Discussion 
High poverty schools face many challenges; 
however, research has confirmed that effective 
educators can improve the academic outcomes of 
low-income students and provide them with hope 
and promise for the future (Carter, 2000; 
Haberman, 2005; Kannapel & Clements, 2005).  
Leadership matters in these types of schools and 
the literature indicates that the principal is an 
important element in school success (Leithwood & 
Riehl, 2005; Ylimaki, 2007).  Stepping back from 
the fact that all of these principals who participated 
in this study are in schools that are high poverty; 
one group appears to be successful in improving 
student achievement, whereas the other group does 
not.  The findings from this study could suggest 
that principal age and experience and school size 
may be factors in student achievement in Alabama 
Torchbearer schools; however, the relationship of 
these variables and student achievement should be 
investigated before one can be confident of their 
role in student achievement. 
 
Age and Experience 
Principals in the Torchbearer Schools were older 
than those in non-Torchbearer principals.  For 
women principals in these schools, this may be 
partially due to their own career choices and 
tendency to move into administration later in life 
than do men (Shakeshaft, 1989, 1993).  Perhaps 
related to age, the principals in the Non-
Torchbearer Schools have much less experience 
than those in the Torchbearer Schools.  The data 

show that 72.3 percent of Non-Torchbearer 
principals have less than ten years of experience 
while only 13.4 percent of Torchbearer principals 
have this much experience.  This finding indicates 
that experience matters in leading schools where 
poverty impacts student achievement.  This finding 
is supported by other research.  
 
Bista and Glasman (1998) determined there was a 
positive relationship between total years of 
principal experience and school improvement.  It 
may also be that these principals have a better 
understanding of the curricular and accountability 
demands of the principalship.  It may also be that 
because of experience, these principals may have 
greater insight into the management side of 
education, which may allow them to spend more 
time on the instructional aspects of schools.  This 
finding bears further study and examination within 
state and local school systems.  Further research 
may discover whether the age factor is related to 
factors that might impact student success.  For 
example, age may influence leadership approaches 
or beliefs that impact student success.  This finding 
also suggests that superintendents may need to 
examine their hiring practices and principal 
assignments, especially when they have schools 
that are rifled with challenges.  Since experience 
appears to matter, it may be important for 
superintendents, particularly those in Alabama, to 
establish collaborative opportunities to connect 
experienced high performing principals with less 
experienced principals.  In this way, Torchbearer 
principals could serve in the roles of coaches, 
mentors, and role models for others.  These 
principals, who appear to have a wealth of 
knowledge, may be able to provide insight for less 
experienced principals on creating an environment 
where students are successful.  In addition, it 
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would seem important for superintendents and 
others who select principals to consider the issue 
of experience and age, previously noted, when 
selecting principals in schools with low student 
performance. 
 
School Size 
School size was examined in this study.  Overall, 
two-thirds of the principals in Torchbearer Schools 
reported school populations of less than 300 while 
53.8% of the Non-Torchbearer principals reported 
that they were in schools with student populations 
of 300–500 and only 19.2% reported working in 
schools of less than 300.  Furthermore, 5.3% of the 
Torchbearer Schools reported a population of over 
500 and 15.4% of the Non-Torchbearer schools 
had a population greater than 500.  In addition, 
two principals in Non-Torchbearer Schools 
reported that they were in schools that had student 
populations of 750 or more while one principal in 
the Torchbearer Schools reported a school 
population of 750 or more. 
 
The findings support other research indicating that 
small schools can raise student achievement, 
especially for low income students (Bracey, 2001).  
There is a growing body of literature that indicates 
that children, especially those struggling academic-
ally, benefit from being in smaller schools, due 
primarily to the increased likelihood of having a 
close personal relationship with at least one 
administrator (Leithwood, Seashore-Louis, Ander-
son, & Wahlstrom, 2004).  Advocates for small 
schools have argued that they can raise student 
achievement, especially for low income students 
simply because of their size.  Bracey (2001) and 
Leithwood et al. (2004) contend that at the 
elementary level, the optimum size is 250–300 
students.  The data from this study support this 
finding.  
 
This information could be useful to school districts 
when implementing school reform and considering 
how to foster student achievement in low-
performing schools.  If it is not possible to 
restructure schools to make them smaller, those 
involved may want to consider developing a 
schools within a schools program (Howley & 

Bickel, 2000) or using a similar model to create a 
more personal environment for students. 
 
Gender 
The movement of women into the ranks of 
administration in public education has gained 
momentum in recent years, especially during the 
last decade (Blackman & Fenwick, 2000; Boris-
Schacter & Lager, 2006).  This is true in the state of 
Alabama as well.  In 2000, Kochan, Spencer, and 
Mathews reported the state average for the number 
of female principals in Alabama was 38%.  The 
percent of female principals in the state presently is 
49%.  However, although presumably not related 
to differences in school success, the percent of 
women in these high poverty schools stands at 
67%. 
 
Sixty-one percent of Torchbearer principals and 
72% of Non-Torchbearer principals were females.  
Shakeshaft (1989) discovered that men and women 
approach the job of educational administration 
differently and respond in ways that are dissimilar.  
Women tend to have a different leadership style 
and effectiveness may depend on this alternate 
approach and the types of schools to which they 
are assigned.  Regan and Brooks (1995) identified 
five feminist attributes of leadership: collaboration, 
caring, courage, intuition, and vision. 
 
Research studies of characteristics of successful 
high poverty schools include high levels of 
collaboration, a supportive learning environment 
and effective school leadership.  Previously 
reviewed studies confirm principal gender did 
predict student achievement (Eagly, Karau, & 
Johnson, 1993; Kochan, et al., 2000; Shakeshaft, 
1989; Shakeshaft, Brown, Irby, Grogan, & 
Ballenger, 2007) and that female principals are able 
to work with their school communities to create 
successful schools (Lyman, Ashby, & Tripses, 
2005; Smulyan, 2000; Young & McLeod, 2001).  
 
Emerging from the literature is the fact that female 
principals tend to be successful in high poverty 
schools.  Without further investigation, one cannot 
conclude that the large percent of women (72% in 
this study) in Non-Torchbearer Schools explains 
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the difference in student success between 
Torchbearer Schools and Non-Torchbearer 
schools.  However, some research shows that 
women are often placed in schools with high 
poverty rates, as well as in schools which are 
difficult to operate (Bloom & Erlandson, 2003).  It 
appears that this may be occurring in the state of 
Alabama.  Research should be conducted to 
investigate the placement of women in low 
performing schools.  It may be that women can 
create more collaborative communities in schools 
which lead to success; thus placing them in such 
schools may make a difference in student success.  
In the past, women were seen as being selflessly 
nurturing, domestic, and more motherly in manner 
(Popiel, 2004), and this may impact the placement 
of female principals at particular schools.  Further 
research should be conducted to examine this 
outcome more fully. 
 

Conclusion 
Implications for Policy and Practice 
The results of this study suggest that principal 
experience, age, and school size vary in 
Torchbearer and Non-Torchbearer schools.  These 
variations may impact achievement, especially in 
high poverty schools.  There were a greater 
number of more experienced and older principals 
in Torchbearer Schools than in Non-Torchbearer 
Schools.  A greater number of more experienced 
and older principals lead in smaller schools.  
Superintendents in the state of Alabama may need 
to review their current practices in regards to 
principal selection, particularly in settings that are 
challenging.  They may also want to examine 
school size and develop plans for lowering size or 
creating patterns of practice that focus more clearly 
on student learning. 
 
Also, mentoring opportunities for experienced and 
less experienced principals in high poverty schools 
may require greater attention from superintendents 
with regard to promoting student achievement.  It 
is imperative that less experienced principals 
receive the necessary support that allows them to 
be effective.  Furthermore, superintendents could 
consider the placement of new principals under the 
direction of these experienced principals.  Even 

though prior teaching experience was not 
investigated, studies that focus on the 
contributions of prior teaching experience and 
administrative practices may help principals to be 
successful in all schools. 
 

Recommendations for Future Research 
This study identified demographic factors that may 
be related to student success in high poverty 
schools.  The following suggestions may be helpful 
for future studies on the role of principals in 
creating school success and academic achievement 
in high poverty schools.  
 

1. Examine principal selection/placement in 
high poverty schools and the impact on 
student achievement  

2. Conduct an analysis which will provide the 
thick, contextual descriptions available 
from qualitative data collection processes 
such as case studies, observations or 
interviews to examine how principal 
experience and age may affect behaviors, 
beliefs, knowledge, and skills related to 
student learning  

3. An investigation of the impact of race/ 
ethnicity on student success in high poverty 
schools in the state of Alabama. 

 
Continued research regarding principal leadership 
in high poverty schools is critically important to 
amass evidence that informs our understandings of 
effective principals in high poverty schools and 
how best to support them.  Enhanced research 
efforts regarding internal practices, principal 
leadership styles, professional development and 
other factors that may enhance success should also 
be conducted so that all students will be given an 
opportunity to succeed in school and in life. 
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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to illustrate how distributed leadership worked within the framework of an elementary school.  The 
project developed as a result of teacher inquiry about ways to use data to provide instruction to increase student achievement in 
mathematics.  Results indicated that engaging in action research through distributed leadership practices changed teachers’ 
assumptions about the use of data to drive instruction; teachers began to work more cohesively to meet the needs of all students; 
and teachers engaged in dialogue about instructional strategies and overall student achievement goals. 
 
 

Introduction 
Lambert (2002) observed that “the days of the lone 
instructional leader are over” (p. 37).  Principals are 
not expected to be the sole school leader of a 
school, but rather they are now being described as 
a “leader of leaders” (Fullan, 2001; Gronn, 2009; 
Leithwood & Pristine, 2002).  What this means is 
that, as the principal assumes the role of school 
leader, he/she is also assuming an approach to 
leadership practices within the school that 
promotes the capacity of others to lead.  The 
principal in 21st century schools knows he/she 
cannot go it alone, so he or she must adopt a 
leadership style that will mobilize all to foster 
school success. 
 
Many musical metaphors exist to describe the 
repertoire of leadership approaches. In a University 
of Washington study (2003), the researchers 
described principals determined to be “the leader” 
as “one-man bands;” those who attempted to lead 
by delegating responsibilities to others were 
described as being similar to the leader of a “jazz 
combo;” and those who believed in sharing 
leadership throughout the school were described as 
“orchestral leaders,” facilitating teams, but also 
encouraging soloists to perform.  No doubt, the 
school leader today must have the capacity to jazz 
up the repertoire of leadership practices within the 
school, as the job is complex, demanding, and 
situational, with an interdependence of individual 
performances, as well as group “synergy.” 

Some states, such as Georgia and North Carolina, 
have endorsed the model of distributed leadership 
as a way to administer schools, as evident in the 
state standards for university-based school leader-
ship programs. While not evident in Educational 
Leadership Constituent Council (ELCC) Standards 
in 2002, the 2011 ELCC standards include the 
expectation that leadership candidates will be 
involved in  “developing school capacity for 
distributed leadership” as part of their building-
level performances (Retrieved from http://www. 
ncate.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=zRZI73R0nO
Q%3d&tabid=676). Harris (2012) distinguishes the 
distributed leadership approach from others by 
describing what it is and what it is not.  She 
cautions that distributed leadership can be 
misunderstood as being the same, or very similar 
to, shared leadership; however, distributed leader-
ship needs to be viewed as a model of leadership 
practice, rather than a model of leadership.  On her 
website, Harris explains the nuances of distributed 
leadership as an organizational condition, which is 
promoted rather than mandated, in which not 
everyone leads.  She further notes that it is not 
delegation, is inclusive, and has many organization-
al configurations (Retrieved from http://almaharris. 
co.uk/distributed_leadership.htm). 
 
Harris (2011) defines this organizational configura-
tion as “a process where distributed leadership is 
the by-product of shared activity, discussion or 
dialogue rather than the routine handing out of 
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tasks” in which “leadership that is shared amongst 
those members of the organization with the 
necessary expertise and capability to lead.  
Distributed leadership means drawing upon all the 
potential leadership capability and capacity within 
the organization in a planned and purposeful way” 
(p. 31). 
 
This conceptualization of distributed leadership 
brings us back to the jazz metaphor.  For example, 
just as jazz is the product of reacting with one’s 
feelings and thoughts by responding to the 
stimulus of one’s immediate environment, 
distributed leadership is the product of interactions 
of followers and leaders unique to one’s environ-
ment.  Just as syncopation is characteristic of jazz, 
it also characterizes distributed leadership, as this 
type of leadership may occur in interactions where 
it would not normally occur, if the principal did 
not promote it. 
 
This is why Spillane (2006) encourages principals 
to know the interdependencies within a school.  
Spillane (2006) explains that distributed leadership 
has followers in interaction with leaders and 
situations.  The trick is to unpack the inter-
dependencies that exist within a school so as to 
understand how leadership may be distributed, or 
in Harris’ (2011) perspective, how it may be 
promoted, as interdependence is characteristic of 
interactions among leaders. 
 
For aspiring school leaders, the distributed 
leadership approach helps prevent the “lonely at 
the top” syndrome of leading a school.  There is 
opportunity for mutual inquiry, critical dialogue, 
conversations about instructional practice, and 
partnerships for school renewal.  Distributed 
leadership is not about the principal position or 
administrator role; rather it is about a convergence 
of needs and leadership to address them.  It 
evolves, or emerges, within the needs of the school 
or district.  Not everyone will be leading at the 
same time, perhaps making leadership fluid from 
situation to situation, but always interdependent on 
interactions within the school.  In other words, just 
as jazz, distributed leadership depends on context, 
need, creativity, and capability.  The challenge for 

principals may be figuring out how leadership 
practice is distributed over leaders and followers. 
 

Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of the paper is to describe an action 
research study examining how distributed leader-
ship occurred in one school where the principal 
issued a call to action to improve scores on 
standardized tests in mathematics.  The setting of 
the action research was Smiley Elementary School 
(pseudonym), where the principal clearly identified 
a problem with student performance in mathe-
matics and counselor-teacher leadership emerged 
to address the problem by focusing on improving 
teacher ability to use data to modify instruction and 
enhance student learning.  The focus of the action 
research was to examine how leadership was 
distributed in the interactions among and between 
counselor and teachers and principal in the school.  
The trifecta of formal leader (the principal), a 
problem (test scores in mathematics were low), and 
emergence of leadership based on needs (counselor 
and team of third grade teachers) generated a 
model of distributed leadership within the school. 
 

Action Research Project 
Smiley Elementary (pseudonym) is an elementary 
school in the South that has typically performed 
“good enough” by measurements from stan-
dardized testing over the past decade.  However, in 
2011, the performance of third grade students in 
math dropped, much to the alarm of the third 
grade teachers.  In 2011, Smiley Elementary 
School’s percent of third graders scoring at or 
above the 50th percentile in math dropped from 
57% to 48% as measured by the TerraNova, which 
is a standardized norm-referenced achievement test 
developed by CTB/McGraw Hill that compares 
students’ scores to scores from a normed group.  
Department of Defense Schools (DoDEA) 
administers TerraNova to all students in grades 3-
11, except those who have been approved for an 
alternate assessment.  The subtest categories are 
reading, language arts, math, science and social 
studies.  There was also a decrease (24% to 20%) in 
the number of third graders scoring in the top 
quartile (76–100) in math.  The goal for the school 
is to have 70% of students at or above the 50th 
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percentile.  The principal expected higher perfor-
mance scores, as he highlighted the poor 
performance of third grade students on the 2011 
standardized math test.  The need for action was 
urgent, and teachers were eager to understand and 
address the decline in performance of their third 
grade students, which set the stage for instructional 
leadership emergence.  
 
The Situation 
If principals think about how they promote 
distributed leadership, then they know that they 
can promote it by providing certain systems and 
structures that support the emergence of leadership 
practices.  A call for action is not enough.  The 
formal leader must provide systems and structures 
to encourage educators to step up and take 
ownership and leadership of problems of practice.  
At Smiley Elementary School certain structures and 
systems were in place to facilitate distributed 
leadership.  For example, the principal believed in 
teacher capacity to solve problems as evidenced by 
his call to action and expressed belief in their 
ability to make “it” happen.  Additionally, teachers 
had necessary resources, such as access to data and 
professional development in using data to improve 
instruction, and the faculty was organized in teams 
of teachers to solve problems of practice by grade 
level.  With these structures in place, the principal’s 
role in this distributed leadership model was to 
present the problem and call for action, just as the 
principal of Smiley Elementary did.  He believed 
teachers could be instructional leaders, and it 
became his role to become a follower of their plans 
to improve student performance in mathematics.   
 
The leadership to solve the problem of low scores 
on the standardized mathematics test was not 
delegated or formally assigned, but in this school, 
leadership emerged when a counselor listened to a 
group of third grade teachers discussing the 
problem and volunteered to join them in an action 
research project to determine how to solve the 
problem.  The principal did not have a formal role 
in the action research project over the next few 
months, but he actively inquired about the 
progress.    

In this particular setting, the principal set 
expectations for student performance on 
standardized testing, and he encouraged teachers to 
make “it” happen.  The counselor and team of 
teachers became the central players, taking on the 
leadership practices necessary to address the 
problem.  The counselor’s leadership emerged 
because she had been trained in data analysis in her 
counselor education program, and she was 
compelled to become more involved in the 
instructional program of the school based on needs 
of students.  As the counselor heard the third grade 
teachers’ conversation following the meeting where 
the principal had presented the problem and issued 
a call for action,  she decided to invite the third 
grade team, which consisted of four veteran 
teachers, to participate in an action research 
project. 
 
As the third grade team was excited to have a 
“formal “leader,” which is the way they viewed the 
counselor in this project, they first met to establish 
the background of the problem.  At first, the four 
teachers shared previous experiences and beliefs 
about workshops on data driven instruction.  The 
major theme that emerged from these conversa-
tions is that they had not transferred the learning 
from the workshops into their own professional 
practice.  The consensus was that workshops 
typically focused on data collection, but not 
analysis.  The counselor suggested they began their 
project with data analysis and how it informs 
instruction, and the teachers were eager to begin 
problem-solving of low test scores by studying 
their student data in depth. 
 
Procedures and Data Collection  
The focus of the action research project grew out 
of teachers’ interest in ways to utilize data to drive 
instruction to increase student achievement.  The 
project began with a description of the problem of 
low test scores in third grade mathematics.  The 
counselor, as the informal leader of the team, 
performed some initial data analysis and shared 
findings of the problem with the third grade team 
during a third grade meeting at the beginning of 
the 2011 academic year.  The findings consisted of 
individual (teacher) and collective (grade level) 
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areas of strengths and weaknesses related to 
student achievement on math skills as measured by 
the TerraNova.   
 
Following a presentation of this data and the 
findings, the teachers were “hooked” and wanted 
to learn more about individual student 
performance.  They decided to engage in a year-
long project to improve third grade standardized 
test scores in mathematics.  With a goal and a 
capable leader (the counselor), the team planned 
several meetings that focused on analyzing data.  
Together the team decided on three major queries 
while analyzing test data:  what did students know, 
what were they expected to know, and what 
teachers could do to improve instruction in needs-
improvement areas so that overall math scores 
would improve.   
 
After the first four meetings, the team of four third 
grade teachers often met without the counselor.   
The counselor periodically met with the third grade 
team to analyze data and to discuss changes in 
instruction to address areas of concern.  During 
the first semester of the 2011 academic year, the 
third grade team frequently met during their 
common planning time and during grade level 
collaboration meetings, keeping notes and minutes 
that they shared with the counselor and principal.  
Collaboration meetings were structured into the 
school schedule and afforded teachers the 
opportunity to meet as a team one a day a week for 
forty-five minutes.  The collaborative meeting was 
in addition to the forty-five minutes that teachers 
received daily for planning, which resulted in a 
total of ninety minutes a day for collaboration and 
planning.  This structure provided the opportunity 
teachers to share instructional strategies and have 
collaborative discussions designed to increase 
student achievement.  The counselor provided 
written correspondence, commenting on data 
analysis strategies and instructional practices.   
 
On occasion, the assistant principal attended 
collaborative meetings to provide support and 
encouragement.  However, within this school 
instructional leadership for third grade student 
improvement was mostly dependent on inter-

actions of the counselor and the team of four third 
grade teachers.  The counselor was completely 
immersed in the action research project, often 
asking questions and depending on the third grade 
teachers for insight and clarification on curriculum 
issues and other relevant issues.  For example, on 
several occasions teachers were asked the extent to 
which their textbooks covered specific skills that 
students were expected to know on the test.  
Teachers were also asked to find supplemental 
materials to reinforce skills in areas where students 
displayed areas of weakness.  The principal was not 
involved in the instructional leadership of this 
improvement initiative, but he observed that the 
counselor was leading this team of third grade 
teachers and expressed appreciation to her for her 
leadership.  The counselor, who had little training 
in third grade mathematics, relied on the 
curriculum leadership from the four teachers, as 
they identified the instructional program based on 
formative and summative assessment.  
 
The teachers were the curriculum leaders, using 
data to drive instruction.  For instance, because all 
the teachers were veterans and most had taught 
third grade in the school for a number of years, 
they knew what skills were covered in text, what 
supplemental materials were available and whether 
or not additional supplemental materials where 
needed to teach various skills.  Teachers were also 
aware of the various strategies used within the 
school/grade level to teach skills.  The inter-
dependencies involved the teachers and counselor 
playing off one another, with the practices of the 
counselor enabling the practice of the teachers, and 
the leadership practices of the teachers enabling 
the practice of the counselor. 
 
Collaborative discussions provided the opportunity 
to share goals, strategies, materials, pacing, 
questions, concerns and results.  These discussions 
gave teachers a support system to improve the 
classroom practice individually and collectively.  
The counselor continued in a leadership role as 
data analysis leader and chief encourager.  She 
provided this leadership by providing essential 
information, such as content of the standardized 
test, explanations of measurement used in the 
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standardized testing and how test content and 
measurement were related to what was being 
taught.  For example, one teacher did not under-
stand why her students were the only ones who did 
not perform well on a benchmark test.  After the 
counselor did an analysis on the skills tested, she 
discussed the finding with the teacher and the team 
during a collaboration meeting.  As it turns out, the 
other teachers were all using a particular strategy to 
teach the skill, but this teacher did not see the value 
in the strategy so she chose to use a different 
strategy.  After some time to reflect, the teacher 
discussed this with the counselor and told her that 
she would use the same strategy that other teachers 
used over a two-week period and retest students to 
see if it made a difference.  Two weeks later the 
teacher had to admit that students’ performance 
showed significant improvement.  The four 
teachers trusted the counselor as the informal 
leader of the team, as evidenced by their open 
discussions and freedom to admit pitfalls. 
 
Another hallmark of distributed leadership is that it 
is fluid, based on needs and context.  The team of 
teachers reciprocated in leadership practices, 
accepting responsibility for establishing goals to 
improve the current level of student math 
performance.  They were instructional leaders with 
goals and set up structures and systems for student 
improvement.  For example, each teacher agreed 
that their student’s class goal would be to achieve 
an 80% class average on each topic/skill tests 
(known as end-of-chapter tests).  After each topic 
tests class scores were averaged.  The results were 
displayed in the hall.  Classes became very 
competitive and each wanted their class average to 
be the highest. 
 
In addition, an analysis of skills was completed 
individually by student, class and by grade level to 
show areas of strengths and weaknesses.  The 
teachers were helping third grade students use data 
analysis, and eventually data use was a comfort 
zone.  The teachers began to share with other 
grade level teachers and their data analysis pro-
vided valuable information regarding successful 
instructional strategies or the need for skill 
remediation.  Their visioning generated the 

capacity for them to work together to achieve the 
goals they set.  The team continually reviewed and 
revised plans to reflect specific areas that should be 
targeted to improve student achievement.  For 
example, if an individual teacher and/or the grade 
level performed lower than expected on a 
particular topic test, the teacher would reteach the 
skill for the class or small groups of students that 
did not meet expectations.  Additionally, one 
teacher had an extra planning period one day per 
week built into her schedule.  She offered to take 
students from each of the other classes during this 
period to provide skill remediation.  The skill to be 
remediated was decided during grade level/ 
collaboration meetings based on data analysis of 
topic tests.   
 
By the end of the first academic semester, the third 
grade team of four teachers decided to develop a 
strategic plan.  With their confidence level at an 
optimum, and with progress they were witnessing, 
they assumed the leadership role for the problem 
of low test scores.  They wanted to be tactical and 
strategic.  As Harris (2011) described in a 
distributed leadership model, interdependence and 
a need generates leadership, or ownership of a 
problem.  These four teachers became leaders, as 
they saw the strength of planning and making 
instructional decisions together and the urgent 
need to improve mathematics scores.  Smiley’s 
third grade teacher team developed a strategic plan 
and set goals to increase student achievement.  The 
plan consisted of an instructional calendar 
developed by the group of teachers to make sure 
that all skills would be addressed prior to the end-
of-year standardized test.  
 
The counselor’s role as informal leader of the team 
shifted.  In distributed leadership, leadership is 
fluid, based on need and situation.  The counselor 
routinely checked on the strategic plan and 
followed student progress through observations 
and data analysis, but rarely did the counselor 
perform leadership functions once the strategic 
plan was in place, other than the leadership 
function of monitoring.  This leadership practice of 
following the team’s strategic plan became the 
counselor “norm.” The leadership practice 
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exemplified here is defined in the interactions of 
the counselor, the teachers, the data, and student 
performance and behaviors.  The data and records 
of student performance became a critical leader-
ship tool used by the counselor in her meeting and 
observation routine and used by the team of 
teachers as they made curriculum decisions.  The 
principal was not involved in the instructional 
leadership of third grade, as he observed the 
strategic plan implemented.  It was not that he was 
laissez faire, or hands off, but he was confident of 
their work and became more of an encourager in 
his formal role as principal.  He was free to tackle 
other problems and lead where other leadership 
had not emerged. 
 
By the end of the academic year, by focusing on 
student learning and growth, the third grade team 
of teachers and counselor simultaneously improved 
math instruction in the third grade.  This is 
evidenced by student performance and achieve-
ment on individual math topic tests, formative 
assessment of student work, and mid-year 
benchmark testing outcomes.  Individual student 
assessments in third grade mathematics indicate 
that students are proficient in skills that have been 
taught. 
 

Outcomes of Distributing Leadership 
Although this action research project portrays how 
a distributed leadership model worked in one 
school, the outcomes described by those involved 
in the action research project reveal the power of 
distributing leadership and how it sets the stage for 
school improvement.  First of all, the four teacher 
participants of the study identified a sense of 
empowerment as the most satisfying outcome.  
This sense of empowerment came from the 
realization that they had led themselves to solve a 
problem of practice. 
 
They never visualized themselves as leaders.  When 
they first heard the principal’s call to action, they 
were not confident to talk openly about the 
problem.  However, when the counselor stepped in 
and assumed a leadership role, they initiated a 
dialogue that proved to be the impetus for the 
emergence of their own leadership.  Distributed 

leadership, as Spillane (2006) emphasized, is not 
mandated but it is a by-product of shared 
discussion and dialogue as Harris (2011) described.  
At first, the counselor assumed the major 
leadership role with the team, but as the four 
teachers considered new and better ways of 
analyzing standardized test data and benchmark 
assessments to inform instructional decision 
making, they developed a plan, set goals, and 
worked their own strategic plan.  Their confidence 
and sense of empowerment grew. 
 
Another outcome was explicit goal setting and 
operationalizing the concept of high expectations 
that the principal always talked about in faculty 
meetings.  In previous years, they wanted students 
to achieve and they wanted to use data to drive 
instruction, but they had not implemented the 
practice of data analysis for instructional improve-
ment. They had basically accepted the data 
provided by the principal and vowed to do better 
the next year.  With the counselor stepping in and 
providing some examples and monitoring their use 
of data, they began to see how data informed them 
of individual student performance and how they 
could measure student improvement throughout 
the year.  For example, each teacher agreed that the 
class goal for end-of-topic and benchmark tests 
would be for each student to score 80% or higher.  
They agreed that 80% mastery was a high expecta-
tion, and they challenged themselves to exceed the 
expectations of the testing administrator, who 
informed them that the grade level goal for mastery 
on TerraNova was 58% of third grade students 
scoring at or above the 50th percentile in 
mathematics.  The goals were continuously restated 
and student mastery was reviewed during grade 
level collaboration meetings.  These instructional 
practices are now embedded in the culture of the 
third grade team as a result of their instructional 
leadership focus. 
 
Another outcome is that leadership roles were fluid 
throughout the year.  The counselor, who began as 
the “informal leader” of the team, was much more 
hands-on and engaged in instructional leadership at 
the beginning of the year.  She led the professional 
development of data analysis, encouraged critical 
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inquiry, and provided examples and encourage-
ment for the third grade team.  By mid-year, the 
counselor’s role had shifted to that of monitoring, 
especially as the teachers assumed more of the 
leadership role by developing their strategic plan.  
However, the counselor, throughout the year, 
continued demonstrating the leadership practice of 
communication and encourager by sending email 
reminders of class goals, grade level goals and 
quick responses to inquiries made by teachers.  The 
principal, interestingly, became less involved as 
more leadership was assumed by the third grade 
team.  The conceptualization of distributed leader-
ship implies that when leadership is distributed, the 
“formal” leader, or principal, becomes a follower, 
at the very least.  In other words, in a school where 
leadership is being assumed around the needs of 
the school, a principal is always the active follower.  
In this case, the principal was less visible and active 
as a leader or follower, which did not interfere with 
the teachers’ sense of empowerment.  However, as 
Blasé and Blasé (2003) found, when principals and 
teachers work together in an environment based on 
trust and respect, school performance improves.  If 
the principal seizes the opportunity to recognize 
and applaud the teacher leadership, such as 
exhibited in this action research project, then 
perhaps it will serve to encourage teacher 
empowerment. 
 
Another outcome of distributing leadership was 
the high visibility of the third grade team.  As a 
leadership practice, visibility is critical, and the 
team no longer dreaded parent meetings.  The 
team became visible forces within the school 
community, and they enjoyed the positive visibility 
of teachers at work.  Other teachers in the school 
frequently inquired about their data wall display, 
their collaborative planning meetings and other 
activities they were engaged in.  The data wall was 
routinely updated following each topic test and the 
benchmark test.  This visibility not only generated 
motivation for their leadership through the action 
research project, but professionally the teachers felt 
that they were important and worthy of the noble 
career paths they had sought. 
 

Finally, throughout the action research project 
process, a team of teachers and a counselor were 
able to participate in leadership activities and 
decision making.  The project involved a collabora-
tive team of third grade teachers with a sense of 
urgency to improve student achievement.  As a 
result of engaging in action research through a 
distributed leadership model: 
 

• Teacher assumptions about the use of data 
changed.  They began to embrace data as a 
useful indicator of the teaching and 
learning process instead of suffering from 
the typical DRIP syndrome – data rich/ 
information poor. 

• Teachers interacted around a situation and 
engaged in leadership practices to improve 
student achievement.  They acted as 
curriculum leaders.  

• Teachers began to focus more on results in 
assessing their own effectiveness.  They 
asked often, “Are we making progress 
toward the goals that we have set?” an 
indicator of leadership practice. 

• Teachers worked less in isolation and 
began to work more cohesively to meet the 
needs of all third grade students.  Goals, 
work habits, and routines were more 
aligned. 

• Over the course of the project, teachers’ 
collaborative efforts were driven by data on 
student learning.  This in turn, promoted 
higher expectations by the teachers for all 
students and cultivated a collective sense of 
efficacy among the teachers.  

• Data analysis and instructional strategies 
became ongoing topics in weekly grade 
level collaboration meetings. They were 
instructional leaders engaged in conversa-
tions about leading learning. 

 
Next Steps 

Although this research project revealed many 
aspects of distributed leadership in this setting, 
there are new queries about distributed leadership 
that require additional study.  It is still unclear 
exactly what the role of the principal, or the 
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positional leader, in a model of leadership that is 
fluid and based on needs should be.  Research into 
how and when the principal becomes a follower 
would be of value.  An interview with the principal 
and principals in other schools in Georgia and 
North Carolina where distributed leadership is 
encouraged may provide insights into changes in 
the principal’s role when a distributed leadership 
model is implemented.   
 
Additional research issues related to this particular 
project include examining how this team’s project 
may have influenced others in the school.  For 
example, it would be valuable to determine if the 
teachers in the school became more empowered 
after seeing what happened with this team.  In a 
follow-up interview, the counselor indicated that 
she felt that by becoming a leader in this situation, 
she was implementing the American School 
Counselor Association (ASCA) National Model, 
which requires school counselors to focus on 
improving student achievement.  A study on that 
aspect of the counselor’s leadership in teaching and 
learning and how it might impact counselors in 
other schools or settings may be helpful as well. 
 

Summary 
A distributed approach to school leadership is a 
human enterprise, but it is not just sharing 
leadership responsibility among a few in a school.  
It is not just matching a certain leader with a 
certain leadership activity.  A distributed approach, 
as examined in how leadership practice was defined 
in the interactions among the counselor and 
teachers at Smiley Elementary, expects reciprocity 
in followership and leadership in a given situation.  
The principal of a school may want to identify 
structures, policies, and procedures that promote 
the kind of leadership that emerges in a school to 
solve a problem of practice.  If the distributed 
leadership approach becomes part of the school 
culture, then the principal may be described as a 
“leader among leaders.”  In the case of the action 
research project, the principal did not force, 
mandate, or compel the group to lead their way 
through the problem, but true to the distributed 
leadership approach, leadership thrived because it 
was based on a need and not preoccupied by 

formal line of authority.  Principals that jazz up the 
repertoire of leadership through the distributed 
leadership approach help advance the art and 
science of leadership. 
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The “Do Something Syndrome”: Planning for School 
Improvement in a Turbulent Political Environment 

 
Edward L. Bouie, Jr. 

Mercer University 
 
 

Abstract 
The current political discourse focused on education is dominated by two themes – crisis discourse and Utopian expectations – 
both operationalized through the implementation of public policy that frame public schools from a perspective of institutional 
failure, resulting in a sense of urgency for confronting issues of school improvement. The focus of improvement strategies 
emanating from the political discourse is based on a market-based approach underpinned by a philosophy of neoliberalism. 
Today’s educational leaders, caught in the middle of these debates, often adopt and implement strategies to improve student 
achievement and school effectiveness that are framed by the current social and political debates as opposed to critical consideration 
of the knowledge base produced by the latest educational research that provides empirical and theoretical guidance for effective 
educational practices. The urgency to “do something” often results in a hodgepodge of programs and initiatives either hastily 
developed, purchased, or adopted absent utilization of a logical planning model to causally link the identified problems with the 
initiatives undertaken to solve them, thus leading to solutions that are unrelated to the problems they are purported to solve. 
Though problems go unresolved, educational leaders have demonstrated to their constituents that they are “doing something.”  
 
 
The fierce partisanship that characterizes the 
political process in the United States today 
influences almost every element in our society.  
The ideological battleground upon which these 
social, cultural, and political wars are waged seem 
to have a new focal point every few weeks, with 
many of the most hotly contested issues continuing 
to remain at the forefront regardless of the new 
“flavor of the month” (Best, 2006).  There is no 
area that is more subjected to political rhetoric, 
cultural debate, and proposed reform than public 
education (Schmidt & Thomas, 2009).  Using the 
current political discourse and subsequent policy 
decisions as a backdrop, I will argue that within the 
current turbulent political environment surround-
ing public education, educational leaders are 
continually influenced by the constant criticism of 
the public school system and prevailing beliefs that 
improving “failing” schools can be accomplished 
within an unreasonable timeframe by incorporating 
solutions that are framed by a neoliberalism 
perspective.  The rush to adopt these perspectives, 
despite the absence of evidence that they will lead 
to school improvement results in what I call the 
“do something syndrome”, I define this as an 
irrational rush to demonstrate action to constitu-

ents through the implementation of a hodgepodge 
of programs and initiatives either hastily conceived, 
purchased, or adopted absent the utilization of a 
logical planning approach to causally link the 
identified problems with the initiatives undertaken 
to solve them.  The outcome is the adoption of 
solutions that are unrelated to the problems they 
are purported to solve.  Further, I will attempt to 
develop a process of logical planning derived from 
a causal perspective that links planning, problem 
solving, research, and evaluation as a more 
effective alternative for adopting and implementing 
initiatives that are directly linked to the problems 
faced by today’s educational leader. 
 

Background 
Today’s educational leaders are caught in the 
middle of these debates and, unfortunately, the 
strategies adopted to improve student achievement 
and school effectiveness are often framed by the 
current social and political debates as opposed to 
critical consideration of the knowledge base 
produced by the latest educational research that 
provides empirical and theoretical guidance for 
effective educational practices (Kumashiro, 2008).  
Further, because these debates are grounded in 
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ideological beliefs, they are often divorced from 
science and the logical thinking process that 
characterize good scientific research.  Canguilham 
(1988) defines ideology as 
 

an epistemological concept with a polemical 
function, applied to systems of representation 
that express themselves in the language of 
politics, ethics, religion, and metaphysics. 
These languages claim to express things as they 
are, whereas in reality they are means of 
protecting and defending a situation, that is, a 
particular structure of the relations between 
men and things. (p. 29) 

 
Chris Mooney (2011), in an article entitled We Can’t 
Handle the Truth: The Science of Why People Don’t 
Believe Science, quoted former Stanford psychologist 
Leon Festinger (1956) who wrote:  
 

A man with conviction is a hard man to 
change.  Tell him you disagree with him and he 
turns away.  Show him facts or figures and he 
questions your sources.  Appeal to logic and he 
fails to see your point. (p. 40) 

 
Festinger’s quote can be used to describe many of 
the staunch advocates of political strategies that are 
promoted as cures for what many believe to be a 
failing educational system.  Some of the most 
popular reforms include, charter schools, school 
vouchers, value-added teacher evaluation, merit 
pay, and the latest, a common core curriculum.  
Each of these strategies has been subjected to 
critical empirical research in an effort to determine 
if, in fact, they are viable strategies for improving 
schools and student achievement.  There is a 
plethora of research that presents mixed evidence 
on the effectiveness of each strategy, including 
charter schools (CREDO, 2009; Woodworth et al., 
2009; Zimmer et al., 2009), school vouchers 
(Campbell et al., 2005; Greene et al., 1998; Greene, 
2004; Howell et al., 2006; Rouse, 1998; Warren, 
2008; Witt, 2000; Wolf et al., 2009), value-added 
teacher evaluation (Baker et al., 2010; Rothstein et 
al., 2008; Schochet & Hanley, 2010), merit pay 
(Fryer, 2011; Springer et al., 2010), and the 
common core curriculum (Loveless, 2012).  The 

evidence, however, seems to have no effect, as 
Festinger described, on the advocates.  
 
Festinger (1957) is perhaps best known for the 
Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, which suggests 
that when people are induced to behave in ways 
that are inconsistent with their beliefs, an 
uncomfortable psychological tension is aroused. 
This tension will actually lead people to change 
their beliefs to fit their actual behavior.  Building 
on Festinger’s research, recent advances in 
psychology and neuroscience presents new 
perspectives on how preexisting beliefs, regardless 
of evidence to the contrary, can alter our thoughts 
and reframe our most objective and logical 
conclusions.  The concept of “motivated reason-
ing” (Kuna, 1990) posits that logical reasoning is 
influenced by emotion, so much so that the two 
are almost inseparable.  Mooney (2011) reports that 
not only are the two inseparable, but our affective 
view of people, things, and ideas arise much more 
rapidly than our conscious thoughts.  As a result, 
reasoning actually can occur at a slower pace, so 
conclusions are often more connected to emotions 
than reasoning.  In other words, “rather than 
search rationally for information that either 
confirms or disconfirms a particular belief, people 
actually seek out information that confirms what 
they already believe” (Begley, 2009).  Begley’s 
comment accurately describes the process followed 
by many of today’s most outspoken politicians who 
consistently criticize public education, promote 
solutions rooted in political ideology, and seek 
evidence to support those beliefs. 
 
Schmidt and Thomas (2009) describe the current 
political discourse directed at public schools as 
characterized by crisis discourse and utopian 
expectations: the use of political rhetoric, framed 
by ideology, which describe public schools as 
inadequate, in a state of crisis, and in need of 
radical immediate improvement.  The political 
establishment has used two primary tools to 
ingrain these crisis beliefs into the psyche of the 
American public.  Beginning with the Reagan 
administration and continuing with the Obama 
administration, the nation has been subjected to 
public speeches bemoaning the poor quality of 
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public education and its negative impact on the 
nation’s economic growth, global competition, and 
international influence.  These patterns of speech 
are coupled with educational policy that began with 
1983s “A Nation at Risk,” accelerated through 
Goals 2000, and codified without much critical 
concern as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) under 
George W. Bush and Secretary of Education Paige 
(Schmidt & Thomas, 2009).  This pattern is 
continuing with the Obama administration’s Race to 
the Top.  
 
The underlying ideology of neoliberalism drives the 
language of these speeches and the subsequent 
policies.  The dynamic established through crisis 
discourse about the public education system, 
combined with Utopian expectations for schools, 
helps mask the neoliberal assumptions embedded 
in what Freire (1998) calls “the bureaucratizing of 
the mind”: “The freedom that moves us, that 
makes us take risks, is being subjugated to a 
process of standardization of formulas, models 
against which we are evaluated” (p. 111). 
 
The Political Context of School Reform 
In a previous paper (Bouie, 2012), I argued that 
school leaders, who are under immense pressure to 
raise standardized test scores, particularly for poor 
and minority children, attempt to do so by applying 
politically sanctioned solutions to educational 
problems without subjecting them to critical 
scrutiny within the context in which they are 
applied.  Further, these “solutions” often conflict 
with well-established theoretical paradigms govern-
ing professional knowledge in the areas of 
organizational behavior and child development. 
The politics surrounding school reform, due to 
strong ideological beliefs, tend to dismiss evidence 
that does not support the tenets of the ideology to 
which advocates adhere.  
 
The dominant philosophy undergirding the 
political discourse directed at public education is 
neoliberalism.  According to Giroux (2002), 
“neoliberalism is characterized by a political 
discourse wherein ― individual and social agency is 
defined largely through market-driven notions of 
individualism, competition, and consumption” (p. 

426).  As such, education is conceptualized through 
a human capital framework that defines the 
primary goal of education as economic growth.  
Becker (1994) posits that economic growth 
depends on the knowledge, information, ideas, 
skills, and health of the workforce, and therefore 
investments in education will improve human 
capital leading to economic growth.  Human 
capital economics values knowledge or curriculum 
according to how it meets the needs of the 
economic system undergirded by a vision of 
education as a business preparing workers for 
business.  The main points of neoliberalism, as 
defined by Martinez and Garcia (2012), are: 
 

1. The Rule of the Market. Liberating “free” 
enterprise or private enterprise from any 
bonds imposed by the government (the 
state) no matter how much social damage 
this causes. Greater openness to inter-
national trade and investment. Reduce 
wages by de-unionizing workers and 
eliminating workers’ rights. Elimination of 
price controls. Overall, total freedom of 
movement for capital, goods and services, 
coupled with a strategy to convince the 
citizenry that such an approach is good for 
economic growth by promoting the belief 
that an unregulated market is the best way 
to increase economic growth, which will 
ultimately benefit everyone.  

2. Cutting Public Expenditure for Social 
Services like education and health care. 
Reducing the safety net for the poor, and 
even maintenance of roads, bridges, and 
water supply — again in the name of 
reducing government’s role. Of course, 
government subsidies and tax benefits for 
business are not opposed. 

3. Deregulation. Reduce government regula-
tion of everything that could diminish 
profits including protecting the environment 
and safety on the job. 

4. Privatization. Sell state-owned enterprises, 
goods and services to private investors.  
This includes banks, key industries, 
railroads, toll highways, electricity, schools, 
hospitals and even fresh water.  
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5. Eliminating the Concept of “The Public 
Good” or “Community” and replacing it 
with “individual responsibility.” Pressuring 
the poorest people in a society to find 
solutions to their lack of health care, 
education and social security all by 
themselves — then blaming them for failure 
(http://corpwatch.org/article.php?id=376, 
August 26, 2012). 

 
The connection between these propositions and 
educational improvement strategies such as charter 
schools, school vouchers, value-added teacher 
evaluation, and teacher merit pay is clear.  Each of 
these strategies is directly connected to the view of 
education as a business operating in a free-market 
economy.  This perspective has its roots in the 
work of Friedman (1955), who believed that major 
school reform could only be accomplished by 
privatizing a major segment of the educational 
system — i.e., by enabling a private, for-profit 
industry to develop that will provide a wide variety 
of learning opportunities and offer effective 
competition to public schools.  This view was 
extended with the work of Chubb and Moe (1990) 
and continues today through a variety of advocates, 
including Chester Finn, Frederick Hess, Eli Broad, 
Louis Gerstner, and Arne Duncan (English, 2010). 
 
The constant negative barrage of political discourse 
directed at public education creates a turbulent 
environment for today’s educational leader.  
Stephen Gross in his books Staying Centered: 
Curriculum Leadership in a Turbulent Era (1998) and 
Promises Kept: Sustaining School and District Leadership 
in Turbulent Times (2004) developed a framework 
for identifying turbulent conditions in schools.  
Gross’ framework, developed after studying several 
schools that had experienced turbulence and 
volatile conditions after a number of years develop-
ing curriculum, instructional, and assessment 
innovations, revealed that the degree of turbulence 
experienced at the schools and districts studied 
could be divided into four levels (2008): 
 

Light turbulence includes ongoing issues with the 
normal functioning of the school.  Examples of 
this include dealing with a disjointed 

community or geographic isolation of the 
school.  Moderate turbulence is related to specific 
issues that are highly recognized as important 
and needing to be solved.  The loss of an 
important support structure or rapid growth of 
the student body are examples of moderate 
turbulence.  Severe turbulence is found in cases 
where the whole enterprise seems threatened.  
Extreme turbulence would mean serious danger of 
the destruction of the institution. (pp. 8–9) 

 
The constant barrage of criticism facing public 
education and the calls for market-driven reforms 
such as those suggested by Friedman, Chubb and 
Moe, and other neoliberal advocates results in an 
environment of severe turbulence according to Gross’s 
typology.  Within this turbulent environment, crisis 
discourse coupled with Utopian expectations 
facilitate the frames for viewing educational 
problems through a political ideological lens, thus 
leading to problem solutions that are more prone 
to promote a political and social agenda than to 
improve the achievement level of public school 
students. 
 
“Do Something” Problem-Solving 
Cuban (2001) states,  
 

To solve problems, an individual or group 
must take some initiative – even risk – by first 
identifying the problem, framing it, generating 
solutions, deciding on a solution, and taking 
action that alters what routinely occurs in order 
to solve the problem. (p. 5) 

 
Further, according to Cuban, framing and solving 
problems is subjective and involves power and 
conflict.  As explained previously, both the framing 
of educational problems as well as the solutions 
generated to solve those problems are determined 
through the political process and promoted 
through a neoliberal political discourse, thus 
effectively limiting rational planning and critical 
reflection from the control or influence of 
educational leaders. 
 
Educational leaders continuously feel the political 
pressure to “do something” to improve the 

http://corpwatch.org/article.php?id=376
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performance of the schools and districts for which 
they are accountable.  Because the problems have 
been effectively framed through the political 
discourse, solutions tend to be defined from a 
broad organizational and structural perspective that 
is focused on business processes of effectiveness 
and efficiency as well as reforms directly related to 
school organization and governance (i.e., charter 
schools) absent the social, cultural, and economic 
contexts within which the education of children 
occurs.  Solutions to low school performance such 
as charter schools, vouchers, value-added teacher 
evaluation, and merit pay do not consider the 
barriers to learning with which poor children are 
continuously faced.  In fact, these strategies are 
directly derived from structural changes rather than 
individual learning needs.  Slogans often embedded 
in educational rhetoric, such as “each child should 
learn according to his/her potential,” or “all 
children will learn,” or “no child left behind,” 
suggests a focus on the individual needs of 
children.  However, when a standardized curricu-
lum is offered (i.e. common core standards), 
prescribed standardized teaching strategies (i.e. 
comprehensive school reform models) and 
standardized testing, the focus is on group needs 
on a normal curve.  That is to say, the individual 
child is ranked according to group and national 
norms, and the focus on individual learning is lost 
due to a focus on the group.  In this model, every 
child could never learn to the level of the average 
or above.  If that happened, the curve would be re-
normalized.  
 
If, as a society, we genuinely desire to plan from 
the perspective of individual needs, then we must 
begin with a causal model as to why each child is 
not learning, and, having determined the causes, 
develop programs of functional activities that 
would counteract the causes effectively and 
efficiently.  If, as a society, we desire to plan from 
the perspective of social norms, then we are 
already doing an adequate job through centralized 
planning based on proposed structural changes.  In 
this case, the pattern of the planning focused on 
structure will be based on the pattern of the social 
structure.  If the society is dominated by some 
group(s), then the planning process will reflect 

such group or groups’ norms.  If the social 
structure is based on diversity and valuation of 
diversity, then planning will attempt to serve the 
needs of diverse groups.  Planning techniques will 
vary according to social structural forces and 
knowledge about the appropriate planning 
techniques to match the social objectives. 
 
By contrast to a focus on structural and 
organizational planning, Rothstein (2004) in his 
book Class and Schools views learning disparities 
between different groups of children from a much 
broader perspective.  He analyzes how social class 
shapes learning and reflects upon the differences in 
learning styles and readiness across students as they 
initially enter school.  Further, he discusses the 
influence of income, health, safety and other gaps 
affecting students as they proceed through school.  
These gaps are also connected to the income gaps 
faced by adults, as students look to the significant 
adults in their lives for evidence that education 
provides a payoff and often find a lack of evidence 
to support the value of education.  Consequently, 
according to Rothstein, addressing the achievement 
gap requires no less than a significant transforma-
tion of social and labor policy along with extensive 
school reform.  These issues are certainly not 
addressed through the ideological and political 
solutions that are in vogue among the advocates of 
market-based approaches to educational reform.  
They either fail to understand that the wider social 
and economic context has a significant impact on 
student learning or they simply ignore the evidence 
since it is incongruent with their ideological beliefs. 
 
Effective planning by school leaders must consider 
the wider context within which education occurs.  
When school leaders accept the foundation of 
school reform advocated by neoliberal neocons 
and attempt to implement solutions to educational 
problems based on this foundation, it most often 
results in programs and strategies that are 
disconnected from the problems they purport to 
solve, or, as defined previously, the “do something 
syndrome.”  Ultimately, the problems continue and 
the blame for failure is placed squarely on those 
charged with developing and implementing 
solutions despite the fact that the solutions and 
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their philosophical foundations were framed and 
advocated by the very people who blame them for 
failure.  
 
Utilizing a Causal Approach to Planning: 
Avoiding the “Do Something Syndrome” 
Planning occurs in a context in which there is: (a) 
some dissatisfaction or anticipation of dissatisfac-
tion with objectives/outcomes or, enabling 
program activities or both,  (b) some need for 
changing the future for the better, and (c) some 
underlying causes that are contributing to 
dissatisfaction and/or the projection of future 
events that are undesirable (Kaufman, 1986).  
Planning is nearly always conducted to resolve a 
problem, and/or prevent a problem now or in the 
future and therefore must contain a technique or 
strategy for addressing (a), (b), and (c).  In order to 
address each of these issues, it is necessary to 
consider the underlying principles that must be 
incorporated in an effective planning process. 
 
First, planning occurs within a social context and 
effective planning cannot be divorced from the 
context in which the problems are occurring 
(Kaufman, 1986).  Therefore, the nature of the 
context determines the validity of goals and their 
value to organizational participants whose work 
should be focused on the development and 
implementation of program activities for goal 
attainment.  Since the context determines the 
validity of the goals, the purpose of the plan it 
would appear is to alter the context (both in terms 
of causes and outcomes).  The plan represents the 
enabling program activities to alter the context.  
 
Second, formal organizations, including schools 
and school systems, are goal oriented, and perform 
functions necessary to achieve identified goals.  In 
order for organizations to determine whether or 
not the goals were achieved, they must assess the 
extent to which the organization has progressed 
toward achieving identified goals.  Three condi-
tions arise for the non-attainment of organizational 
goals.  Either (1) the goals were not achieved 
because they were developed and chosen without 
adequately understanding the internal and external 
contextual barriers that might impede achievement, 

(2) the causes of the problems were either not 
determined or determined incorrectly, and 
therefore, the selection of solution(s) did not 
counteract or influence the causes (or alter the 
context), or (3) both.  Hence, it may be necessary 
to alter the goals for them to be realistically 
achieved by the organization given its contextual 
internal and external conditions, and the chosen 
solutions would have to be altered so that a causal 
relationship exists between the causes of the 
problems and the solutions identified to impact 
them.  
 
Third, an organization determines valid and valued 
operational functional activities to achieve 
identified goals effectively and efficiently with 
given resources and within a specified time frame.  
Logically, this should be accomplished through the 
implementation of a needs assessment process.  
Kaufman and English (1979) defined organiza-
tional needs as a gap in results.  They argue that 
actual needs can only be identified independent of 
the premature selection of solutions (wherein 
processes are defined as means to an end, not an 
end unto themselves).  To conduct a quality needs 
assessment, current results should first be 
determined followed by the identification and 
statement of desired results.  The distance between 
current and desired results is the actual need.  Once 
a need is identified, then a solution can be selected 
that is targeted to closing the gap (Kaufman & 
English).  The importance of an identified need 
must be understood both from the perspectives of 
expected and actual performance as well as the 
contextual (both internal and external) cause(s) of 
the need in order to logically select a functional 
activity with respect to its capacity to counteract 
the cause of a problem.  Since, goals are set, 
achieved or not achieved in a given context, 
understanding both the causes for identified needs 
as well as the causes for non-attainment of goals 
cannot be ignored in needs assessment.  
 
Finally, the role of research in the planning process 
must be discussed as an essential component. 
Research is the fundamental scientific method for 
mapping a context into dependent (failed 
outcomes/goals) and independent (causal factors) 
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variables so that the independent or causal 
variables that explain the failed outcomes/goals are 
determined in a valid and reliable manner 
(Creswell, 2008).  No other determinants such as 
needs assessment or evaluation, despite their 
importance to the planning process, can be an 
adequate substitute.  
 
There are two areas of research that must be 
considered when mapping a context into 
dependent and independent variables in order to 
establish a valid causal relationship between 
identified problems and solutions.  First, the 
theoretical literature related to the organizational 
problems under consideration should be consulted.  
According to Creswell (2008),  
 

a theory is an interrelated set of constructs (or 
variables) formed into propositions, or 
hypotheses, that specify the relationship among 
variables (typically in terms of magnitude or 
direction) … and it helps to explain (or predict) 
phenomena that occur in the world. (p. 51) 

 
In other words, why would an independent 
variable, X, influence or affect a dependent 
variable, Y?  The theory would provide the 
explanation for this expectation or prediction.  
Valid accepted theories that have some degree of 
verification through empirical observations and 
analysis can provide validity to chosen approaches 
to solve organizational problems. 
 
Second, the empirical research that has used 
proposed theory as a means to frame empirical 
testing of problem-solving strategies derived from 
theory offer evidence as to the effectiveness or 
ineffectiveness of the strategies chosen for 
empirical inquiry.  Again, this provides validity for 
strategies chosen for implementations as problem-
solving measures. 
 
Once planning is completed and put into 
implementation, measurement, testing and 
evaluation are the means for determining 
effectiveness and efficiency.  Evaluation utilizes 
measurement, testing and assessment as tools on 
which judgment has to be made about 

effectiveness and efficiency.  When evaluation 
determines a plan as ineffective, it might raise the 
issue of causes, and, hence, the need for research. 
Research is the valid and reliable means of 
determining the independent or causal factors for 
failure on the dependent or outcome variables.  
 
Based on the four underlying principles of the 
planning process described above, effective school 
reform and improvement must be based on a 
logical planning process in order to ensure an 
alignment between identified problems and chosen 
solutions. A causal planning process will 
conceptualize planning as a means technique for 
making effective and efficient choices about the 
causes for lack of goal achievement, selection of 
goals that are both valid and valued within the 
planning context, functional program activities to 
counteract the causes that impede goal achieve-
ment, and identification of necessary resources.  
Further, a monitoring and evaluation process must 
be developed to evaluate both the fidelity of 
implementation of adopted strategies and the 
extent to which goals are achieved.  In order for 
this process to be successfully implemented, each 
of the following steps must be included: 
 

1. Assessing failed performance of goals or 
desired outcomes; 

2. Identifying the causes for failure of goals or 
desired outcomes (consult theoretical 
literature to establish a causal explanation 
for the failure of goals;  

3. Prioritizing goals, insuring that those 
chosen are valid within the organization’s 
internal and external contexts and valued 
by the organizational participants and 
primary stakeholders; 

4. Prioritizing functional activities and 
corresponding resources (consult empirical 
literature on the identified problems and 
underlying causes); 

5. Choosing functional activities that are both 
cost-effective and capable of achieving the 
objectives by counteracting the identified 
causes (thus altering the context); 

6. Implementing and monitoring functional 
activities in a specified time frame; 
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7. Setting criterion/standard or criteria/ 
standards for effectiveness and efficiency; 

8. Specifying directions for growth and 
development. 

 
These planning steps provide a logical planning 
process for avoiding the “do something syndrome” 
that can lead to the development and identification 
of effective solutions to problems that are causally 
related.  Logical planning from this standpoint 
involves identifying and framing problems 
appropriately by identifying the causes, considering 
both the internal and external contexts that 
reinforce these causes and, thus, have the potential 
for impeding the problem-solving process, and 
designing and implementing solutions that directly 
impact the causes, thus altering the context.  This 
process represents a departure from the current 
process that advocates solutions to educational 
problems that are steeped in political ideology and 
therefore are not causally related to the real causes 
that impede student achievement of poor and 
minority children. 
 

Conclusions 
The current political environment in which the 
process of education is carried out is focused on 
the implementation of strategies for school reform 
that neglect the impact of the consequences of 
schools’ external environment and replacing well-
developed professional knowledge and 
commitment with inappropriate models from ‘for-
profit’ business underpinned by a neoliberal 
philosophy. This results in replacing critical 
thinking from school leaders who are charged with 
developing and implementing appropriate 
strategies for school improvement with politically 
sanctioned strategies that are steeped in political 
ideology. Absent the critical thinking and analysis 
that is necessary to solve seemingly intractable 
educational problems, school leaders often rush to 
implement solutions that are compatible with the 
current political discourse. Since these politically 
sanctioned solutions are often divorced from 
current reality as well as the plethora of research on 
school reform and improvement, solutions are 
most often not causally related to the problems 
they purport to solve. The solution to reversing 

this detrimental course of action is to adopt a 
planning process that involves logically defining 
the causes of educational problems and 
counteracting those problems with solutions that 
have a causal relationship with them within the 
social, economic, and cultural context that such 
problems occur. Absent the implementation of a 
logical approach to educational problem-solving 
that allows for flexibility in determining solutions 
based on both the internal and external contexts 
within which schools operate, we are likely to 
continue along the present path that results in, at 
best, limited success, and at worst, abject failure. 
The children who attend our schools deserve more. 
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Abstract 
The purpose of the study was to analyze the relationship between the three components of organizational commitment: affective, continuance, 
and normative and the length of time which the superintendent spends in his/her position. The focus of this quantitative study was to 
examine three components of organizational commitment of superintendents in the state of Texas using a modified version of the Meyer and 
Allen’s survey instrument. This study found that there is a positive correlation between time spent as a superintendent and affective, 
continuous and normative commitment. 
 
 
There is no doubt that the job of the 
superintendent can often be a difficult one.  
Houston (2001) noted that “The superintendency 
is fraught with public criticism, mixed with private 
moments of triumph.  Superintendents are some-
times abused and other times blamed” (p. 428).  
Demands of both fiscal and academic 
accountability have made the job seem impossible 
at times.  Once a person is in the position of 
superintendent, the question arises: “What causes 
the superintendent to stay in a particular school 
district or to move to another one?”  As noted in 
the literature, there are distinct advantages to 
superintendent longevity in a district.  As the 
educational leader of a school district, the 
superintendent is ultimately responsible for 
developing and maintaining an educational 
program that meets the overall objectives of the 
district and the educational needs of the students.  
Johnson (1996) noted that new superintendents are 
expected to diagnose local educational needs and 
recommend strategies for improvement.  Beach 
and Reinhartz (1990) noted that, “Administrators 
and teachers consider superintendents to be the 
educational leaders for the district; state legislators 
and state education agency personnel hold 
superintendents responsible for implementing 
legislation which brings about reform in their 
districts” (p. 51).  The superintendent must 
accomplish these change or reform efforts while 
also working in conjunction with the local school 
board.  Beach and Reinhartz (1990) have suggested 

that superintendents sometimes get caught in a 
“mismatch between what they are required to do 
versus what they feel they should be doing” and 
such a conflict may “contribute to a short half-life 
for the superintendents” (p. 55). 
 
One of the essential decisions that the school 
board makes is the choice of the superintendent to 
lead the district.  “Once a superintendent is hired, 
the personal and working relationship that 
develops between the board and the 
superintendent sets the tone for much of the 
district’s operations” (Glass & Franceschini, 2007, 
p. 67).  It is imperative for the school board and 
the superintendent to develop a professional 
relation-ship so that the two can work together for 
the good of the school district.  When conflicts 
arise between the board and the superintendent; 
the manner in which those conflicts are resolved – 
or are not resolved – often impacts a superinten-
dent’s longevity with the district.  Each time the 
superintendent in the school district changes, there 
is a transition period.  The price of superintendent 
turnover can be great – both financially and 
organizationally. Superintendent and board 
relationships, which are dysfunctional, can result in 
a negative financial impact in the district as well as 
a negative impact on staff morale, student 
achievement, and community support.  In addition 
to superintendent turnover being costly, 
superintendent longevity can also have a positive 
or negative impact on student achievement.  
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Studies have suggested that superintendents who 
remain with a particular district over an extended 
period of time provide stability, predictability, and 
can have considerable impact on student 
performance.  Several researchers (Becker, 1960; 
Meyer & Allen, 1997; Somers, 2009) have 
advanced the concept of organizational commit-
ment to an organization as a way of addressing the 
various aspects of an employee’s willingness to stay 
with a particular organization.  Other studies have 
demonstrated that organizational commitment is 
significantly related to outcomes such as punctu-
ality, attendance, citizenship behavior, job satisfac-
tion, work performance, and turnover intention 
(Bogler, 2005; Dishon-Berkovits & Koslowsky, 
2002).  Clearly there is value in examining the 
concept of organizational commitment due to the 
impact on various job components.  
 
Mowday, et al. (1979) noted that commitment can 
be characterized by three related factors: a strong 
belief in and acceptance of the organization’s goals 
and values, a willingness to exert considerable 
effort on behalf of the organization, and a strong 
desire to maintain membership in the organization. 
Other studies of organizational commitment have 
been conducted in the business sector.  While 
organizational commitment has been studied for 
many years, few studies have examined 
organizational commitment of superintendents to 
determine which of the organizational commitment 
components are related to superintendent tenure 
and how that knowledge can be used to assist 
superintendents and districts.  Carlson (1958) 
noted that many educational researchers and 
administrators do not view the school system as an 
organization.  Since studies regarding organiza-
tional commitment have been conducted in a 
variety of other fields, an examination of this topic 
in the field of education could provide meaningful 
information.  This study was based on a previous 
study by Allen and Meyer (1996) that examined 
three forms of employee commitment to an 
organization and focused on superintendents in 
Texas rather than on employees in organizations 
other than education.  The results of the study also 
add to the body of literature on organizational 

commitment specifically related to the school 
superintendent. 
 

Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of the study was to analyze the 
relationship between the three components of 
commitment: affective, continuance, and norma-
tive (Meyer & Allen, 1984, 1987, 1990) and 
longevity for superintendents.  This description 
acknowledges the possibility of a lack of 
satisfaction on the part of the school board and/or 
the superintendent.  However, according to a study 
of superintendents commissioned by the American 
Association of School Administrators, nearly 90% 
of superintendents reported satisfaction in their 
current position (Glass & Franceschini, 2007).  The 
superintendent’s and the board’s satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with each other impacts the 
superintendent’s longevity with a district.  Meyer 
and Allen (2004) contended that employee 
commitment is important because it implies an 
intention to persist in a course of action; in this 
case it would be for a superintendent to remain 
with a particular school district.  Other studies 
have consistently demonstrated that commitment 
does contribute to a reduction in turnover (Meyer, 
Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2002; Tett & 
Meyer, 1993).  Mowday, Porter and Steers (1982) 
noted that members of an organization are more 
likely to report higher levels of commitment when 
their personal goals match those of the 
organization.  
 

Organizational Commitment 
Meyer and Allen’s (1997) three-component model 
of commitment has been used to determine the 
psychological state that causes an employee to 
identify with and continue membership within an 
organization.  Organizational commitment refers 
to an individual’s emotional attachment with the 
mission, goals, and values of the employing 
organization.  Commitment can be either attitu-
dinal or behavioral.  As an attitude, commitment is 
the employee’s identification with the organization; 
as a behavior, commitment is given in exchange for 
benefits such as salary.  The three components of 
commitment include affective, continuance, and 
normative.  Affective commitment refers to the 



Superintendent Retention 
 

 
Fall 2013 ■ 35 

employees’ emotional attachment to an organiza-
tion and involvement with that organization.  
Those employees with strong affective commit-
ment stay because they believe in the organization.  
Continuance commitment refers to the employees’ 
recognition of the cost associated with leaving an 
organization. Those employees with strong 
continuance commitment stay with an organization 
because they financially need to.  Normative 
commitment refers to the employees’ feeling of 
obligation to an organization; they stay with the 
organization because they ought to.  Meyer and 
Allen noted that employees’ commitment may 
reflect varying degrees of all three components. 
 
The importance of studying organizational 
commitment is multi-faceted.  A vital concern of 
organizations is being able to retain qualified and 
competent employees by increasing their organiza-
tional commitment.  The bulk of contemporary 
information on organizational commitment comes 
from Meyer and Allen (1997).  Most articles that 
discuss organizational commitment use Meyer and 
Allen’s three-component model of commitment.  
Although Meyer and Allen have been seminal 
researchers in this area of research, it should be 
noted that the concept of organizational 
commitment originated with Becker’s (1960) side 
bet theory. Studies utilizing Becker’s theory 
focused on measuring the reasons employees leave 
the organization. Meyer and Allen later describe 
Becker’s theory as one of their components of 
commitment – continuance commitment.  
 
Mowday, Steers and Porter (1979) studied 
organizational commitment focusing not on the 
side bets, but on the psychological attachment one 
has to an organization.  They identified commit-
ment as the relative strength of an individual’s 
identification with and involvement in a particular 
organization and noted that commitment was 
characterized by three related factors: (1) a strong 
belief in an acceptance of the organization’s goals 
and values, (2) a willingness to exert effort on 
behalf of the organization, and (3) a desire to 
maintain membership in the organization.  Once 
again, the model for organizational commitment 
was one dimensional.  Meyer and Allen (1990) 

would later refer to this component of 
commitment as affective commitment.   
 
In the 1980s the primary contributors to the study 
on organizational commitment were O’Reilly and 
Chapman (1986 as cited in Meyer & Allen, 1997, p. 
2).  Organizational commitment can be beneficial 
as well as detrimental.  As organizations become 
leaner, they must retain those employees who add 
the most value overall to the organization.  These 
are the employees who must be committed to the 
organization.  The opposite of commitment is 
alienation.  
 
Meyer and Allen examined commitment as a 
multifaceted construct.  Although the definition of 
commitment varied between authors, Meyer and 
Allen (1991) noted that a common component of 
the definitions was that commitment “is a 
psychological state that (a) characterizes the 
employee’s relationship with the organization, and 
(b) has implications for the decision to continue 
membership in the organization” (p. 67).  The 
common element in each of these components was 
the idea that commitment binds an individual to 
the organization. 
 
Affective commitment refers to the employee’s 
emotional attachment to an organization, their 
identification and involvement with that organiza-
tion.  Employees with affective commitment are 
the ones who stay with an organization because 
they want to stay.  The literature revealed that there 
is a positive relation between organizational tenure 
and affective commitment (Cohen, 1993a; Mathius 
& Zajak, 1990).  Supervisor supportiveness is 
linked to affective commitment as is a feeling of 
job security.  According to the literature, affective 
commitment, of the three, has the strongest 
connection to longevity. 
 
Continuance commitment refers to a conscious-
ness of the costs associated with leaving an 
organization.  Employees who stay based on this 
type of commitment do so because they need to 
stay.  Becker’s (1960) side bet theory was based on 
continuance commitment.  Employees with strong 
continuance commitment are more likely to stay 
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with an organization than those with weak 
commitment.  However, unlike affective commit-
ment, there are few positive relations with 
performance indicators.  Meyer et al. (1989) noted 
negative correlations between continuance 
commitment and supervisor ratings of potential for 
promotion.  Continuance commitment can develop 
as actions and events occur which increase the cost 
of leaving the organization.  Additionally, continu-
ance commitment will be higher when an employee 
believes he has few alternatives to his current 
position.  As expected, those elements positively 
correlated with continuance commitment.  Clearly 
those with continuance commitment are staying 
for reasons that do not necessarily advance the 
objectives of the organization. 
 
Normative commitment refers to the obligation 
that employees feel to stay with an organization.  
Employees with a high level or normative 
commitment stay with an organization because 
they feel they ought to stay.  Overall, those 
employees with strong affective commitment who 
feel an emotional attachment to the organization 
and an alignment with the organization’s goals and 
vision will have a greater desire or motivation to 
contribute to the organization than those with 
continuance or normative commitment. 
 
Regarding attendance, affective commitment is 
positively related to fewer voluntary absences.  The 
relationship between normative commitment and 
absenteeism has received little attention, and there 
is no agreement in the few studies conducted 
(Hackett et al., 1994; Meyer et al., 1993; Somers, 
1995). 
 
The literature indicates that the impact of 
commitment on job performance is significant. 
The in-role job performance that was studied 
referred to those aspects of the job that are 
required of the job.  Multiple studies, including 
those with self-reported data and those with 
independent assessments of performance, suggest-
ed that those employees with affective commit-
ment tended to work harder at their jobs and had 
better overall performance (Meyer & Allen, 1997, 
p. 30). 

 
Employees with continuance commitment did not 
fare as well on ratings of in-role job performance; 
studies found that there was negative, little, or no 
correlation. However, for those with normative 
commitment, the studies utilizing self-reporting 
showed a positive correlation between commit-
ment and in-role job performance while studies 
utilizing independently rated performance 
indicators reported no significant relations.  
 
Naturally, those employees who have a strong 
affiliation with the organization – those with 
affective commitment – appear much more willing 
to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors 
than those with continuance or normative 
commitment.  Although the relationship is not as 
strong, there is a positive relationship between 
normative commitment and an employee’s 
willingness to go above and beyond for their 
organization – organizational citizenship behaviors. 
While an employee with affective commitment will 
perform these extra duties to increase the 
organization’s effectiveness because he wants the 
organization to succeed, those with normative 
commitment will do so out of obligation.  When 
researchers examined continuance commitment 
and organizational citizenship, the results were 
mixed. Overall, the literature indicated that 
employees with strong affective commitment to 
the organization would be more valuable 
employees. While employees with various 
components of commitment may stay with an 
organization, they do so for different reasons and 
their effectiveness in the organization is impacted 
(Meyer & Allen, 1997, p. 38).  Meyer and Allen 
(1997) used the term ‘in-role job performance’ to 
refer to the performance of the required duties of 
the job.  Regarding in-role job performance, strong 
affective commitment (desire-based; goals and 
values of employees match those of the 
organization) results in employees working harder 
at their jobs and performing better than those with 
weak commitment.  In contrast to the strong 
performance by those with affective commitment, 
those with continuance commitment (need-based) 
do not perform as well.  According to Meyer and 
Allen (1997), those with continuance commitment 
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had less potential for advancement and poorer 
overall job performance as reported by their 
supervisors.  For example, superintendents with 
strong affective commitment would more likely 
comply with strategic decisions made by the school 
board than those with continuance commitment. 
For those superintendents with continuance 
commitment, the implementation would likely be 
based on the idea that compliance is a necessity for 
job security.  
 
Although individuals with strong continuance 
commitment are more likely to stay with an 
organization than those with weak commitment, 
the similarity ends there.  Indeed, available research 
examining continuance commitment suggests that 
this particular psychological link to the 
organization has few positive relations with 
performance indicators” (Meyer & Allen, 1997). 
Finally, regarding in-role job performance there are 
few studies examining normative commitment. 
Clearly, there are differences in the in-role job 
performance between those with various components 
of commitment. In addition to organizational 
commitment, there is a concept referred to as 
organizational citizenship.  Meyer and Allen (1997) 
also reported multiple studies that revealed a 
significant relationship between employees with 
strong affective commitment and their willingness 
to engage in organizational citizenship.  Studies of 
the relationship between continuance commitment 
and organizational citizenship yielded differing 
results (unrelated, negatively related, and weakly 
related).  Finally, the relationship between norma-
tive commitment and organizational citizenship 
were positively related although not as strongly as 
affective commitment and organizational citizen-
ship. Organizational commitment, or lack of 
organizational commitment, manifests itself in job 
performance – both in-role job performance and 
organizational citizenship. Since the stakes are so 
high in education, the concept that a superinten-
dent’s loyalty to the school district impacts his/her 
effectiveness in the accomplishment of the 
district’s goals is a worthy consideration. 
 
In examining the relationship of organizational 
commitment and superintendent longevity, there 

are various other demographic factors that could 
impact the organizational commitment of 
superintendents. District characteristics which 
might impact longevity include information about 
the size of the school district and the region in 
which the school is located. The financial 
characteristics include the superintendent’s current 
salary. The personal characteristics include 
information about the superintendent’s gender, 
age, and number of years as superintendent in the 
current district.  Although the purpose of the study 
was not to examine the relationship of each of 
these characteristics with organizational commit-
ment, and thus longevity, each of these 
characteristics may impact a superintendent’s 
organizational commitment and therefore 
demographic information was collected to provide 
descriptive data. 
 
The literature regarding organizational commit-
ment revealed that employees who identify with an 
organization are more likely to stay with the 
organization and that employees are more 
committed when their personal goals match those 
of the organization (Cohen, 1993, 2003; Meyer & 
Allen, 1984, 1990, 1996, 1997, 2004; Mowday, 
Porter, & Steers, 1982).  Of the three components 
of commitment, those employees with affective 
commitment are more committed, have better 
attendance, and are more motivated to contribute 
to the organization.  Their punctuality, job satisfac-
tion, and work performance are better.  The 
literature revealed that the other components of 
commitment (continuance commitment and 
normative commitment) had an impact on 
longevity; however, the impact was not as strong as 
affective commitment.  
 
Although the pool of literature regarding 
organizational commitment is growing, there is still 
little that specifically addresses organizational 
commitment in the educational arena.  The 
literature revealed that in studies conducted in the 
business arena, a relationship existed between the 
three different components of commitment and 
the employee’s level of success.  Also the literature 
revealed that the longevity of superintendent 
tenure is positively correlated with student 
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achievement.  Tying these two factors together, 
this study sought to determine the relationship 
between the three components of commitment – 
affective, continuance, and normative – and 
superintendent longevity.  Superintendents were 
surveyed using the Three-Component Model 
(TCM) of commitment by Meyer and Allen (1991, 
1997) which measures three forms of employee 
commitment to an organization: desire-based, 
obligation-based and cost-based to create commit-
ment profiles of employees.  The resulting 
information was examined as it related to the 
length of time the superintendent had been in the 
current district.  The result was seminal research on 
the topic of organizational commitment among 
superintendents as it relates to longevity. 
 

Research Questions 
Using the work of Meyer and Allen (1997), the 
general research question which framed this study 
was: What is the relationship between the three components 
of organizational commitment and the longevity of 
superintendents?  Three specific research questions 
were posed for the purpose of determining if a 
relationship exists between type of organizational 
commitment and superintendent longevity: 
 

1. What is the relationship between scores on 
the affective commitment scale and years 
of service as a superintendent in the current 
district?  

2. What is the relationship between scores on 
the continuance commitment scale and 
years of service as a superintendent in the 
current district?  

3. What is the relationship between scores on 
the normative commitment scale and years 
of service as a superintendent in the current 
district? 

 
Commitment and the Superintendency 

In a review of related literature, there has been a 
plethora of literature on organizational commit-
ment; however, little literature exists on the 
organizational commitment of superintendents in 
public schools.  Organizational commitment refers 
to an individual’s emotional attachment with the 
mission, goals, and values of the employing 

organization (Meyer & Allen, 1997).  In examining 
the school organization as a society, one must also 
examine the hierarchy of leadership, and the 
superintendent as the leader of the district.  The 
superintendent plays a significant role in leading 
this mini-society and in establishing its culture.   
 
The continuity of leadership has shown to be 
critical to improving student learning and school 
advancement.  In his article Sustained Improvement 
Efforts over Time, Bergeson (2004) asserted that 
“Improved districts sustain engagement in 
educational reform over time; district commitment 
to improvement efforts helps staff internalize the 
changes.  District stability helps schools ‘stay the 
course’ of school improvement, to persevere and 
persist” (p. 19).  One way to achieve this stability is 
through the commitment of the superintendent to 
stay with one particular district. 
 

Superintendent Tenure 
As noted earlier, the price of superintendent 
turnover is great – both financially and organiza-
tionally.  When the CEO of an organization, such 
as superintendent, has to be replaced, it is a 
significant event.  Considering all of these factors, 
superintendent tenure or longevity is of utmost 
importance to a school’s success. 
 
The length of time that a superintendent stays in a 
district is referred to as tenure.  According to the 
2006 mid-decade study of the American school 
superintendency, tenure rates hovered around 6 
years.  In a study of 292 North Carolina superin-
tendents, Natkin, Cooper, Alborano, Padilla, and 
Ghosh (2002) found that superintendent tenure 
averaged 6 to 7 years, regardless of the district’s 
size or location.  The 2010 superintendent survey 
conducted by the Texas Association of School 
Boards (TASB) reported that the average tenure 
with a school district was five years.  “Factors 
significantly related to superintendents’ longevity in 
office were the extent of school board involvement 
in management, support for needed construction, 
consolidation of school systems, district poverty 
level, and superintendent’s post-graduate educa-
tion” (Byrd, Drews, & Johnson, 2006, p. 1). 
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Multiple sources noted that the problem with 
superintendent tenure might not be at the crisis 
level attributed to it (Cooper, et al., 2000; Glass & 
Franceschini, 2006; Natkin et al., 2002; Lashway, 
2002).  However, there seems to be consensus that 
the topic of superintendent commitment, 
longevity, and factors contributing to tenure and 
turnover both need further research (DiPalo & 
Hoy, 2005; Glass & Franceschini, 2006; Hoyle, et 
al., 2005).  One reason tenure matters is the 
realization that it takes a significant amount of time 
for superintendents to make an impact on their 
districts.  The factors impacting superintendents’ 
tenure include community satisfaction, school 
board turnover, and alignment of vision.  
Iannacone (1986, 1996) noted that the district’s 
history of school board member turnover should 
be predictive of superintendent survival in office.  
Clark (2011) noted that school boards adopt a 
‘quick-fix, results tomorrow’ mentality.  
 
There are numerous reasons that longevity is 
important for superintendents.  Cascio (1982) 
noted that considering the costs associated with 
turnover much can be gained by finding ways to 
increase employee commitment.  Superintendents 
should note the importance of remaining in a 
district long enough to see the positive impact of 
their leadership on student learning and 
achievement and recognize the importance of 
longevity, but the school board should as well.  
The board must realize the significance of the role 
they play in determining the length of 
superintendent tenure in their districts. The 
literature confirms the importance of superinten-
dent longevity.  Both superintendents and school 
boards must recognize this importance and 
respond accordingly.  Research literature focusing 
on superintendent longevity is essential to 
answering the question: What facilitates longevity 
for superintendent? 
 

Research Design and Methodology 
One factor that appears to impact longevity is the 
organizational commitment of the superintendent. 
Organizational commitment is the superintendent’s 
emotional attachment with the mission, goals, and 
values of the school district.  The persistence for a 

superintendent would involve seeing goals and 
visions carried out in the school district which 
should result in longevity. 
 
Instrument 
The study replicated Meyer and Allen’s study of the 
three forms of commitment to an organization 
which had previously focused predominately on 
the business arena.  The focus of this study was 
public school superintendents in the state of Texas.  
Superintendents regularly utilize the Internet for 
communication; therefore, the online survey was 
an appropriate choice for data collection among 
superintendents. 
 
Meyer and Allen’s (1991, 1997) survey instrument 
measures three forms of employee commitment to 
an organization: desire-based, obligation-based and 
cost-based to create commitment profiles of 
employees.  The academic version of the TCM 
Employee Commitment Survey was prepared for 
those researchers who intended to use the 
commitment scales for academic research 
purposes.  For Meyer and Allen, organizational 
commitment can be characterized by different 
mindsets.  The goal of the research study was to 
determine if a relationship existed when comparing 
the components of organizational commitment 
(affective, continuance, and normative) and 
superintendent longevity. 
 
There are two versions of the TCM Employee 
Commitment Survey.  The original survey con-
tained 24 questions, 8 for each of the three 
commitment scales: affective, normative, and 
continuous.  The revised survey contains 18 
questions, 6 for each of the three commitment 
scales: affective, normative, and continuous).  The 
other difference between the original survey and 
the revised survey exists in the normative 
commitment scale which measures the employees’ 
feeling of obligation to stay with an organization. 
In order to tailor the survey to superintendents, the 
researcher customized the items for the 
participating organization; the term ‘school district’ 
was used rather than the term ‘organization.’ 
According to Meyer and Allen (2004), “it may be 
advisable to substitute the relevant organization’s 
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name in the item” (p. 6).  The surveys given to the 
superintendents contained statements pertaining to 
their perception of their relationship with the 
organization and their reasons for staying.  
 
Participants 
The Texas Education Agency (TEA) database 
AskTED was utilized to identify superintendents 
for this study. AskTED provided a listing of 
superintendents currently serving in Texas schools. 
Those serving as interim superintendent, acting 
superintendent or director were removed from the 
list.  The resulting edited list consisted of 1164 
current superintendents in Texas for the 2010–
2011 school year.  The entire pool was used for the 
research study. An email which included an 
explanation of the study, an invitation to 
participate in the study, and a link to the online 
survey was sent to 1164 Texas school 
superintendents.  The link connected the respon-
dent to a survey utilizing the online survey 
distribution company SurveyMonkey. The entire 
pool of superintendents was used because 
surveying all of the superintendents increased the 
chances of a higher return rate and therefore a 
greater amount of data to analyze. 
 
Data Analysis 
Of the 1164 surveys sent, 1134 current 
superintendents in Texas successfully received the 
survey.  The response rate was 38.6 percent with 
438 superintendents responding.  The items in the 
survey were grouped according to scale: affective 
commitment scale (ACS), normative commitment 
scale (NCS), and continuance commitment scale 
(CCS).  Three bivariate correlations were con-
ducted between affective commitment and 
longevity, continuance commitment and longevity, 
and normative commitment and longevity.  
  

Findings 
The findings are reported for each of the three 
research questions, followed by a discussion and 
suggestions for further research.  Pearson r was 
conducted to determine the correlation between 
district tenure as a superintendent and each 
component of commitment. 
 

The first question addressed was “What is the 
relationship between scores on the Affective Commitment 
scale and years of service as a superintendent in the current 
district?”  There was a positive correlation between 
district tenure as a superintendent and affective 
commitment.  A correlation for the data revealed 
that affective commitment and superintendent 
longevity were significantly related, r = +.225, p < 
.01.  The data indicated that individuals spending 
more time as a superintendent in their current 
district had higher affective commitment scores, on 
average, than individuals spending less time as 
superintendent in their current district.   
 
The second research question addressed was “What 
is the relationship between scores on the Continuance 
Commitment scale and years of service as a superintendent 
in the current district?  It examined the correlation 
between district tenure as a superintendent and 
continuance commitment.  A correlation for the 
data revealed that continuance commitment and 
superintendent longevity were significantly related, 
r = +.185, p < .01.  The data indicated that 
individuals spending more time as a superintendent 
in their current district had higher continuance 
commitment scores, on average, than individuals 
spending less time as superintendent in their 
current district.  However, the relationship between 
continuance commitment and superintendent 
longevity was not as strong as the relationship 
between affective commitment and superintendent 
longevity.  
 
The third research question addressed was “What is 
the relationship between scores on the Normative 
Commitment scale and years of service as a superintendent 
in the current district?  The research revealed that 
normative commitment and superintendent longe-
vity were significantly related, although not as 
strong as affective and continuance commitment. 
The data indicated that individuals spending more 
time as a superintendent in their current district 
had higher normative commitment scores, on 
average, than individuals spending less time as 
superintendent in their current district.   
 
A multiple regression was utilized to determine 
how the continuous variables of affective commit-
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ment, continuance commitment, and normative 
commitment may predict a superintendent’s years 
of service. Normative commitment was not 
statistically as a predictor of years of service with a 
standard coefficient of a = 0.014. 
 

Discussion and Implications 
The purpose of the study was to determine the 
relationship between organizational commitment 
and superintendent longevity.  Organizational 
commitment was measured using Meyer and 
Allen’s (1990) TCM employee commitment survey. 
The data revealed that affective commitment was 
found to be a significant predictor of 
superintendents’ intent to stay with their school 
district.  Thus, if superintendents have a sense of 
affection to the mission of the school district, they 
are less likely to leave and stay with the 
organization because they want to stay.  The 
second strongest predictor of longevity was 
continuance commitment.  The data also revealed 
that normative commitment had the least impact 
on superintendent’s intent to stay with an 
organization. 
 
Organizational commitment is a multi-dimensional 
construct.  By better understanding how people 
become committed to an organization, employers 
can work to create an environment conductive to 
longer tenure and to more affective commitment 
among employees.  The study was intended to 
address questions regarding superintendent’s 
relationships with their school districts, how those 
relationships are established, and how they 
influence workers’ behavior, well-being, and 
contributions to the school district’s effectiveness.  
Meyer and Allen (1997) found that affective 
commitment to the organization had the strongest 
and most consistent relationship with desirable 
outcomes such as retention, attendance, perfor-
mance, and citizenship.  One goal of this study was 
to determine if the same conclusions could be 
drawn when the selected audience was school 
superintendents in Texas at this point in time over 
15 years later. 
 
This study confirmed the researcher’s notion that 
those superintendents whose goals, values, and 

vision align with those of the school district will 
tend to stay with that school district longer 
(strongest correlation between longevity and 
affective commitment). For example, if a 
superintendent values innovation and risk taking 
and the district where he/she serves does not, 
there will most likely be a disconnect and the 
superintendent or the school board or both will 
become dissatisfied.  The superintendent might 
stay because of obligation or normative commit-
ment, or necessity – continuance commitment. 
However, if the emotional attachment – affective 
commitment – is not present, the tenure is likely to 
be shorter.   
 
The findings in this study of commitment among 
Texas superintendents were consistent with those 
revealed in the literature regarding organizational 
commitment among employees in other organiza-
tions.  The study found affective commitment and 
superintendent longevity were significantly related 
as were continuance commitment and longevity 
and normative commitment and longevity although 
neither as strongly related as affective commitment. 
These findings mirrored those in studies conducted 
among employees in organizations such as banks 
and Fortune 500 companies.  
 

Future Studies 
Further studies could be conducted to see if other 
components of organizational commitment such as 
attendance, punctuality, job satisfaction, and 
organizational citizenship behaviors would hold 
true with superintendents.  Future research should 
consider other variables which play a role in years 
of service as this study only examined the variables 
of affective commitment, continuance commit-
ment, and normative commitment.  Additional 
research could examine the same issues addressed 
in this study, in other states and settings.  Likewise, 
it might be of value to examine whether differences 
exist for superintendents in urban, rural or 
suburban schools and for individuals based on 
gender, race, ethnicity, age and other demographic 
factors. 
 
Conventional knowledge would endorse the idea 
that those employees who are committed to their 
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organization are less likely to leave the organiza-
tion.  The literature revealed that employees who 
identify with an organization are more likely to stay 
with that organization (Allen & Meyer 1990; 
Cohen, 2003; Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982). 
However, there are varying reasons that employees 
stay; perhaps it is because they want to stay –
affective commitment, because they need to stay –
continuance commitment, or because they feel they 
ought to stay – normative commitment.  Gaylor 
also concluded job motivation/commitment can 
lead to longer organizational tenure, thus enhanc-
ing the organization’s sustainability.  Organiza-
tional enhancement in school districts would 
translate to factors such as increased student 
achievement, greater satisfaction among 
stakeholders, and improved teacher contentment 
and morale.  For the purposes of this study, the 
researcher was interested in which of the 
motivating factors – desire, cost, or obligation – 
most impacted superintendent’s longevity.  Three 
research questions were posed to determine if a 
relationship exists between the various com-
ponents of organizational commitment and 
superintendent longevity.  It is hoped that the 
research serves as a springboard for a variety of 
future studies regarding various aspects of 
organizational commitment among superinten-
dents and that the results will help foster longevity 
in the superintendency and will add to the quality 
and success of schools and school systems.  
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Abstract 
This research is part of a two-part study designed to examine school system leaders’ perceptions of the importance of the state 
mandated instructional leadership standards, the value of leader dispositions, and the degree to which they perceive selected 
leadership dispositions as being correlated to state standards.  This part of the study examined the issues related to dispositions 
of potential school leaders.  A survey was designed to explore the perceptions of the K–12 school-based leaders who were partners 
with a university-based Instructional Leadership and Administration Program in Alabama.  Partners representing 11 different 
school districts were surveyed.  Descriptive statistics were used to organize, summarize, and describe collected data.  A Pearson 
product-moment correlation was the statistical procedure used to examine the data.  The study concluded that partners viewed 
dispositions as highly critical aspects of leadership.  They also perceived significant correlations between the Alabama 
Instructional Leadership Standards and leadership dispositions examined. 
 
 

Introduction 
There is a growing research base to support the 
efforts of institutions in assessing dispositions of 
administrative candidates (Green, Chirichello, 
Mallory, Melton, & Lindahl, 2011).  Martin (2009) 
recommended that instructing using a thorough list 
of dispositions with explanations of their 
importance in school leadership should be part of 
the first course in educational leadership programs.  
While the importance of leadership dispositions 
seems to be gaining increasing visibility, there is 
limited research about this topic, especially from 
the perspective of practicing leaders.  This research 
is part of a two part study designed to examine 
school system leaders perceptions of the 
importance of the state mandated instructional 
leadership standards, the value of leader 
dispositions, and the degree to which they perceive 
selected leadership dispositions as being correlated 
to state standards.  This part of the study examined 
the issues related to school leaders’ perceptions of 
the value of dispositions as part of leadership 
preparation programs.  The study examined the 
views of one university educational leadership 
preparation program’s K–12 partners relative to 
their perceptions of the importance of dispositions 
as an element in effective leadership. The partners 
included building level school leaders/administra-

tors and central office level school administrators. 
The purpose was to determine which dispositions 
they viewed as the most important and whether 
they viewed these dispositions as being correlated 
to the state mandated instructional leadership 
standards around which the educational leadership 
preparation program is built.   
 
Research Questions 
The following research questions guided this study: 
 

1. To what extent do school leaders, involved 
in a school/university partnership, perceive 
dispositions as an important function of 
leader? 

2. Which disposition skills do school leaders, 
involved in a school/university partnership 
perceive as most and least important in 
effective leadership?  

3. To what extent do the school leaders, 
involved in a school/university partnership 
perceive correlations between specific 
Alabama Instructional Leadership Stan-
dards and selected leadership dispositions? 
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Review of Literature 
Leadership and Student Learning 
There has been an emergence of research connect-
ing school leadership and student achievement 
(Mendels, 2012).  Mendels (2012) identified effect-
tive leaders as those who know how to give 
teachers the backing they need to thrive.  They also 
encourage professional learning (Wallace Founda-
tion, 2012).  Furthermore, effective leaders display 
a laser-like focus on the quality of instruction in 
their schools (Mendels, 2012).  Part of the focus on 
instruction revolves around the use of research-
based strategies to improve teaching and learning 
and initiate discussions about instructional 
approaches, both in teams and with individual 
teachers (Wallace Foundation, 2012).  
 
The Wallace Foundation (2008) acknowledged 
setting directions, developing people, and 
redesigning the organization as key leadership 
practices to improve student learning.  Lumpkin 
(2008) stated the school leader nurtures relation-
ships with their teachers and others based upon 
mutual trust, honesty, loyalty and respect. Effective 
school leaders must convey to their publics that 
their word is good; they can be trusted and hold 
faculty and staff accountable for their response-
bilities and duties (Siccone, 2012).  Exemplary 
principals provide feedback and guidance to 
teachers to improve their practice, plan 
professional development, and use data to analyze 
and plan for school improvement (Darling-
Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr, & Cohen, 
2007).  Richards (2004) recognized honesty, fair-
ness, and trustworthiness as the three qualities new 
teachers most admire in their principal.  “When 
principals serve as collaborative instructional 
leaders, teachers report that they feel supported, 
validated, and recognized for how effectively they 
teach and their students learn” (Lumpkin,  2008, p. 
24).  Effective principals are characterized by the 
actions they take.   
 
Leadership Standards 
Effective leadership development can hold 
tremendous promise for improving schools and 
increasing student achievement (Gray & Bishop, 
2009).  How principals are initially prepared is 

associated with how they lead and what kind of 
school improvement gains they achieve (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2007).  An important place to 
start in developing effective principals is quality 
state leadership standards (Sun, 2011).  The use of 
competencies or standards to guide performance is 
one condition that contributes to the success of 
leadership development initiatives (Gray & Bishop, 
2009).  Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, 
Orr, and Cohen (2007) identified exemplary 
programs as those who are aligned with state and 
professional standards; however, the alignment of 
programs to standards does not guarantee the culti-
vation and sustainability of effective leadership. 
 
The Alabama Standards for Instructional Leaders 
were developed as part of a mission to enhance 
school leadership among principals and administra-
tors in Alabama in order to improve academic 
achievement for all students (Alabama State 
Department of Education, 2005).  The standards 
centered around eight areas: (1) Planning for 
Continuous Learning, (2) Teaching and Learning, 
(3) Human Resource Development, (4) Diversity, 
(5) Community and Stakeholder Relationships, (6) 
Technology, (7) Management of the Learning 
Organization, and (8) Ethics.  The Alabama State 
Department of Education (2005) identified key 
indicators for each standard that instructional 
leader candidates need to demonstrate in their 
preparation programs and as a practicing 
instructional leader in the future.  The Alabama 
Instructional Leadership Standards have placed a 
heavy emphasis on instructional leadership 
(Southern Regional Education Board, 2010).  
Although standards are an essential element in 
creating high quality leadership programs, another 
important element in leadership are the values and 
beliefs that principals hold and the actions they 
engage in because of them.  Moreover, the need to 
accentuate and teach dispositions as an integral 
part of a leadership preparation program is 
paramount.  
 
Dispositions 
To become a credible leader, individuals must fully 
comprehend the beliefs, values, principles, 
standards, ethics, and ideals that drive them 
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(Kouzes & Posner, 2007).  These are often called 
dispositions. 
 

The National Council for the Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (NCATE) described 
dispositions as professional attitudes, values, 
and beliefs demonstrated through both verbal 
and non-verbal behaviors as educators interact 
with students, families, colleagues, and 
communities; these positive behaviors support 
student learning and development. (Mallory & 
Melton, 2009, p. 7) 

 
Assessing leadership dispositions is an incontest-
able part of preparing leaders of educational 
organizations as professors of educational admini-
stration (Green, Chirichello, Mallory, Melton, & 
Lindahl, 2011).  Martin (2009) discovered the need 
for more intentional teaching of dispositions in the 
first courses of leadership programs.  The feedback 
provided to leadership candidates concerning 
dispositions needs to be valid, reliable, and relevant 
to their formation as school leaders (Green et al., 
2011). Nixon, Dam, Cooper, and Henderson 
(2011) concluded a consistent time period for 
assessment and discussion of dispositions is 
needed for leadership candidates.  A common 
practice is to assess candidate dispositions at the 
beginning and the end of a leadership program. 
Broko, Liston, and Whitcomb (2007) explained 
that dispositions are an individual’s tendencies to 
act in a given manner and are foretelling of future 
patterns of action.  Assessing dispositions of 
school leadership candidates throughout the 
university preparation program can provide early 
warning signs and offer opportunities to address 
needed change. 
 
This study sought to examine the importance of 
this issue as perceived by practitioners who are also 
involved in a university leadership preparation 
program.  It is believed that the findings will 
enhance the program’s implementation.  Findings 
should also be of value to others who are preparing 
school leaders and to researchers who are 
interested in the topic. 
 

Methodology 
A survey instrument was developed to gather 
demographic information and data from the K–12 
partners of an Instructional Leadership and 
Administration Program in regards to their 
perceptions of dispositions to effective leadership 
and their beliefs about the criticality of certain 
leadership dispositions and their relationship to the 
Alabama Instructional Leadership Standards.  The 
foundation for the items on the survey was derived 
from the review of literature and the research 
objectives of this study.  There were 35 questions 
on the survey (see Appendix A).  The following 
four-point Likert scale was used: (1) not at all 
critical; (2) not very critical; (3) somewhat critical; 
and (4) very critical.  To ensure the validity of the 
scores and the usability of the survey instrument, a 
panel of expert university faculty members was 
asked to evaluate the content.  Panel comments, 
input, and recommendations were considered and 
incorporated into the final instrument.  All neutral 
categories in sections two, three, and four in the 
survey were removed based on panel recommenda-
tions.  Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to measure 
homogeneity of items.  For the importance of the 
Alabama Instructional Leadership Standards, the 
coefficient alpha was .737.  The coefficient alpha 
was .759 for the critical level of certain leadership 
disposition survey questions.    
 
Following appropriate review and revisions to the 
instrument, surveys were mailed to 69 K–12 
partners representing 11 school districts.  The 
population was selected based on each participant’s 
involvement with the Instructional Leadership and 
Administration Program and/or with specific 
candidates.  Fifty-two surveys or 75.4% of the 
surveys were returned to the researchers and 
entered for data analysis. 
 
Statistical treatment of the data included the 
utilization of the Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS).  Descriptive statistics were used to 
organize, summarize, and describe the collected 
data.  A Pearson product-moment correlation was 
used to determine if there is a significant 
correlation between the Alabama Instructional 
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Leadership Standards and the critical level of 
certain leadership dispositions. 
 

Results 
Fifty-two K–12 partners, building-level and central 
office-level school administrators, participated in 
this study.  Of the respondents who completed the 
survey, the majority 37 (71.2%) were building level 
instructional leaders/administrators and 15 (28.8%) 
were central office instructional leaders/admini-
strators.  The instructional leaders/administrators 
in this study identified their primary level of work 
in the following areas: elementary (34.6%); middle 
school (11.5%); high school (26.9%); unit school 
(1.9%); and central office (25.0%).  The majority of 
the participants (60.8%) work in a county school 
system while 39.2% work in a city school system.  
A majority of the population (67.3%) identified 
their school as a Title I school.  The education 
professionals included in this study were certified 
at the following levels: master (34.6); specialist 
(38.5%); and doctorate (26.9%).  Of the population 
that participated in the study, 23 (44.2%) were male 
and 29 (55.8%) were female.  The median years of 
educational experience for participants was 23 

years with an average of 10 years spent in the class-
room before becoming an instructional leader/ 
administrator.  Eleven different school districts 
were included in this research study. 
 

Research Question 1: To what extent do 
school leaders, involved in a school/university 
partnership, perceive dispositions as an 
important function of leader? 
Research Question 2:  Which disposition 
skills do school leaders, involved in a 
school/university partnership, perceive as most 
and least important in effective leadership?  

 
The participants were asked to rank the critical 
level of certain leadership dispositions using the 
following four-point Likert-type scale: (1) not at all 
critical; (2) not very critical; (3) somewhat critical; 
and (4) very critical.  Overall the school leaders 
appear to view all of these dispositions as critical 
aspects of a successful leader.  As displayed in 
Table 1, the highest rated dispositions was Integrity 
(M = 3.98).  The lowest score was redesigning the 
organization (M = 3.42). Table 1 reflects the 
standard deviation and mean for each disposition.   

 
Table 1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Critical Level of Certain Leadership Dispositions 
 

Disposition  N M a SD 
Build Relationships 51  3.96 .196 
Developing People 51      3.82 .385 
Empowering Teachers 51      3.86 .348 
Fairness 50 3.90 .303 
Honesty 51 3.96 .196 
Integrity 51 3.98 .140 
Providing Professional Development 51 3.76 .428 
Redesigning the Organization 50 3.42 .538 
Setting Directions for the Organization 50 3.90 .303 
Support and Development of Teachers 51   3.94 .238 
Trustworthiness 51 3.98 .140 
Using Data 51 3.90 .300 
Using Research-Based Instructional Strategies 51 3.76   .428 
a Means are based on the overall sum score for the critical level of certain leadership dispositions. 
*Likert scale of (4) Critical; (3) Somewhat Critical; (2) Not Very Critical; (1) Not At All Critical. 
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Research Question 3: To what extent do the 
school leaders, involved in a school/university 
partnership perceive correlations between 
specific Alabama Instructional Leadership 
Standards and selected leadership dispositions? 

 
In order to address this question, the participants 
were asked to rank the educational importance of 
the eight State of Alabama Instructional Leadership 
Standards using the following four-point Likert-

type scale: (1) not at all important; (2) not very 
important; (3) somewhat important; and (4) very 
important. The findings related to this question will 
be reported in more detail in another venue.  
However, they are presented here as well in order 
to address the second research question.  Overall, 
instructional leaders/administrators felt that all 
standards were either somewhat important or very 
important.  Table 2 reflects the standard deviation 
and mean for each standard. 

 
Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations for Perceived Level of Importance 
 

Standard Ma SD 
 

Planning for Continuous Improvement 3.96 .194 
Teaching and Learning 3.98 .139 
Human Resources Development 3.79 .412 
Diversity 3.65 .520 
Community and Stakeholder Relationships 3.79 .412 
Technology 3.87 .345 
Management of the Learning Organization 3.92 .269 
Ethics 3.85 .415 
a Means are based on the overall sum score for importance for the eight State of Alabama 

Instructional Leadership Standards. 
N = 52 
* Likert scale of (4) Very Important; (3) Somewhat Important; (2) Not Very Important; 

(1) Not At All Important. 
 
 
A Pearson product-moment correlation design was 
utilized for each of the 8 Alabama Instructional 
Leadership standards and the overall sum score for 
the perceived level of importance as ranked by K–
12 partners.  The overall sum score could range 
from 8 to 32.  The mean overall sum score for the 
standards was 30.81. Moreover, a Pearson product-
moment correlation design was utilized for each of 
the 13 leadership dispositions and the overall sum 
score for the critical level as ranked by K–12 
partners.  The overall sum score could range from 
13 to 52.  The mean overall sum score for the 
standards was 50.52.  A significant positive 
correlation was found between the overall sum 
score of the standards and the overall sum score of 
the dispositions [r(48) = .610, p < .01]. 

A Pearson product-moment correlation design was 
utilized for the importance of each Alabama 
Instructional Leadership Standard and the critical 
level of certain leadership dispositions.  A signifi-
cant relationship was indicated between six leader-
ship standards and the critical level of certain 
leadership dispositions.  Table 3 reports the coeffi-
cients.  Empowering teachers and redesigning the 
organization correlated with the Community and 
Stakeholder Relationships standard. Fairness, 
integrity, providing professional development, 
redesigning the organization, trustworthiness, using 
data, and using research-based instructional 
strategies were all correlated with the Diversity 
standard.  The Ethics standard was correlated with 
the following dispositions:  developing people, 
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fairness, honesty, integrity, redesigning the 
organization, trustworthiness, using data, and using 
research-based instructional strategies.  Fairness 
was the lone disposition correlated to the Human 
Resource Development standard. Developing 
people, honesty, integrity, redesigning the organiza-
tion, support and development of teachers, and 
trustworthiness were correlated to the Management 

of the Learning Organization standard.  The Plan-
ning for Continuous Improvement standard was 
correlated to providing professional development, 
and the support and development of teachers.  No 
correlations were found for the Teaching and 
Learning standard or the Technology standard.  
These data are displayed in Table 3. 

 
Table 3 

Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficients for Alabama Instructional Leadership Standards and the Critical Level of 
Certain Leadership Dispositions 

 
 Pearson Product-Moment Coefficients 

 
Leadership Dispositions CSRa DIVb ETHc HRDd MLOe PCIf 
Developing People .007 .181 .321* .132 .439* .171 
Empowering Teachers .345* .168 -.151 .068 .096 .213 
Fairness .145 .410* .511* .306* .197 .272 
Honesty .140 .253 .411* .140 .317* -.041 
Integrity .270 .450* .629* .270 .485* -.029 
Providing Professional Development .271 .426* .125 .159 .182 .364* 
Redesigning the Organization .419* .474* .302* .147 .371* .161 
Support and Development of Teachers .274 .313 -.095 .274 .547* .379* 
Trustworthiness .270 .450* .629* .270 .485* -.029 
Using Data .308* .412* .034 .148 .149 .273 
Using Research-Based Instructional Strategies .271 .515* .013 .159 .182 .126 
a  = Community and Stakeholder Relationships 
b  = Diversity 
c  = Ethics 
d = Human Resource Development 
e = Management of the Learning Organization 
f = Planning for Continuous Improvement 
*p < .01 
Note.  Two standards (Teaching and Learning, technology) and two dispositions (build relationships and setting 

directions for the organization) were not included in the table because there were not significant correlations 
involving them. 

 
 

Discussion 
The practitioners viewed all of the dispositions as 
critical.  These individuals are working in schools, 
mentor future leaders and take an active role in 
their preparation through their involvement in the 
university educational leadership program.  Thus, 
their opinion about this issue should be of 
importance to university faculty as they work to 
prepare future leaders.  Thus, it is apparent for 

universities who are preparing educational leaders 
to heed these findings and to consider the value 
they place on dealing with these dispositions and 
evaluate their assessment and development of 
them in their leadership candidates.  Working with 
partners to gauge how well the university and 
candidates are doing might be an avenue for 
gathering meaningful data and insights. 
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The critical level of certain leadership dispositions 
and the possibility of correlations between specific 
Alabama Instructional Leadership Standards and 
certain leadership dispositions were analyzed.  The 
overall sum scores for certain leadership 
dispositions indicated each one is critical to the 
development of school leaders.  Results further 
indicated there are significant correlations between 
specific Alabama Instructional Leadership Stan-
dards and certain leadership dispositions.  There 
were two standards (Teaching and Learning and 
Technology) not positively correlated to any of the 
leadership dispositions.  Perhaps there are more 
important dispositions for the two standards than 
the ones selected for this study.  Supplementing the 
word ‘pedagogy’ along with the Teaching and 
Learning standard may also generate more 
connections with the selected dispositions in future 
studies.  Further research with an expanded list of 
selected dispositions may eliminate having any 
standards not positively correlated to one or more 
dispositions, or may confirm the lack of correlation 
of dispositions with those two standards. 
 
Overall sum scores for certain leadership 
dispositions indicated each one is critical to the 
development of school leaders.  The findings of 
the study suggest it is important to emphasize key 
dispositions while instructing leadership candidates 
in order to master certain leadership standards.  
Acquiring certain dispositions while completing 
their program of study will assist Instructional 
Leadership and Administration candidates in 
mastering Alabama Instructional Leadership 
Standards.  Integrity, trustworthiness, honesty, and 
building relationships are requisite dispositions; 
hence, they can also serve as criteria when selecting 
candidates for program admission.  
 

Recommendations for Future Research 
For future research, replicating the survey of K–12 
partners of additional institutions would provide 
more data and broaden the scope of the 
advancement of leadership dispositions.  Sharing 
these data across institutions would broaden our 
understanding of the importance of dispositions 
and their relationship to practice.  Similar studies in 
other states would also be helpful.  This might lead 

to the development of an instrument which 
students and/or practitioners could use for self-
reflection and growth. 
 
Expanding the list of dispositions to discover other 
potential leadership dispositions needed to master 
the Instructional Leadership and Administration 
Standards not addressed by the results of the 
original study is another recommended avenue for 
research.  An abundance of research exists defining 
what leaders must know and be able to do; 
however, additional research is needed to establish 
if an instructional leader can be effective with 
extensive leadership knowledge but without 
appropriate leadership dispositions.  
 

Conclusion 
The results of the study clearly indicate the 
importance of dispositions to the practitioners 
surveyed.  Furthermore, there was a link between 
selected dispositions and the Alabama Instructional 
Leadership Standards for leaders.  All educational 
leadership professors need to examine the 
emphasis placed on disposition acquisition in their 
respective programs. 
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Appendix 
 

Troy University (Phenix City) 
Instructional Leadership & Administration Program 

K–12 Partner Survey 
 
The K–12 partners for the Instructional Leadership and Administration Program at Troy University (Phenix City) play 
a critical role in preparing candidates for their future as an instructional leader. This survey was developed to gather 
input in an effort to improve the program.  It should take you approximately 5–10 minutes to complete this survey.  
Thank you for completing this survey! Your input is valued!   
 
Section 1 
 
Please let us know about you. Check the appropriate box and/or respond to questions in the space 
provided. 
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1) What is your current position at your school? 
 Central Office Instructional Leader/Administrator 
 Building Level Instructional Leader/Administrator 
 

2) Please indicate your primary level of work. 
 Elementary (K–5)   Unit School (K–12)   Middle (6–8) 
 Central Office   High (9–12) 

  
3) Is your school in a city or county school system? 

 City  County  
 

4) Is your school a Title I school? 
 Yes  No 
 

5) What is your highest degree held? 
 Master  Specialist  Doctorate 
 

6) What is your gender? 
 Male   Female 
 

7) How many years have you been in education?    _____  years 
 

8) How many years were you a classroom teacher?     _____  years 
 

9) How many years have you been an administrator/instructional leader? _____  years 
 
Section 2 
 
Please let us know about your experience with and your perceptions of the Master of Science Instructional 
Leadership and Administration Program at Troy University Phenix City.  Check the appropriate box and/or 
respond to questions in the space provided. 
 

10) I have had the opportunity to be involved in the development of candidates at the Master of Science 
Instructional Leadership and Administration Program at Troy University Phenix City. 

 
 Strongly Agree  Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

  
11) Rigorous admission standards are being utilized in the selection process.  

 
 Strongly Agree  Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 

 
12) Candidates have the opportunity to engage in practical field experiences. 
 

 Strongly Agree  Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
 
13) Candidates are adequately being prepared to be future instructional leader. 
 

 Strongly Agree  Agree  Disagree  Strongly Disagree 
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Section 3 
 
Please let us know about your perceptions of the State of Alabama Instructional Leadership Standards.  
Check the appropriate box. 
 

Alabama Instructional Standard Very 
Important 

Somewhat 
Important 

Not Very 
Important 

Not At All 
Important 

14. Standard I – Planning for Continuous Improvement     
15. Standard II – Teaching and Learning     
16. Standard III –  Human Resources Development     
17. Standard IV – Diversity     
18. Standard V – Community and Stakeholder Relationships     
19. Standard VI – Technology     
20. Standard VII – Management of the Learning Organization     
21. Standard VIII – Ethics     
 
Section 4 
 
Based on your experiences and expertise, please answer the following questions about professional 
dispositions for instructional leaders. Check the appropriate box. 
 

 Disposition Critical Somewhat 
Critical 

Not Very 
Critical 

Not At All 
Critical 

22.  Build Relationships     
23.  Developing People     
24.  Empowering Teachers     
25.  Fairness     
26.  Honesty     
27.  Integrity     
28.  Providing Professional Development     
29.  Redesigning the Organization     
30.  Setting Directions for the Organization     
31.  Support and Development of Teachers     
32.  Trustworthiness     
33.  Using Data     
34.  Using Research-Based Instructional Strategies     

 
Section 5 
 
35. Please share any other information that may be useful to the development of future instructional leaders at Troy 

University Phenix City.   

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Cyberlearning: The Social Media Connection 
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Southeastern Louisiana University 

 
 

Abstract 
Social media can be a catalyst for the 21st century educator (Long, 2009).  Social media provide a method to move from the 
traditional classroom paper-pencil tasks to technological means that allow students to be interactive participants in their own 
learning (Langworthy, Shear, & Means, 2010; McDermott & Kowalsky, 2011). Additionally the use of social media in a 
classroom setting can provide equitable access to multimedia learning tools that address inclusiveness, from special needs students 
to acceleration of learning for more capable students (Miller & Jensen, 2007).   

In this chapter the authors provide information on the evolving role of social media as an instructional tool.  The 
authors begin by defining types of social media tools and then consider challenges faced by educators using social media.  
Discussion includes the immediacy of social media access to online interactive learning opportunities, facilitation of peer-to-peer 
collaboration, and expediencies offered when professor-student communication is leveraged through use of Web 2.0 learning tools.  
 
 

Introduction 
Social media is defined as “any form of online 
publication or presence that allows interactive 
communication such as social networks, blogs, 
Internet websites, Internet forums and wikis” 
(New York City Department of Education, 2012a, 
2012b).  Professors envision the use of technology 
as a solution to help “transform education and 
improve student learning” (Hew & Brush, 2007, p. 
224). New models of cyberlearning through 
technology provide “new and better ways to 
measure what matters, diagnose strengths and 
weaknesses in the course of learning where there is 
still time to improve student performance” (US 
Department of Education, 2010, p. xi).  
 
Using social media in classrooms also provides 
challenges in addressing issues of student safety 
and privacy of student information and data 
(Osborne, 2011).  Professors have to be vigilant 
monitors when students are using social media in 
the classroom.  Universities have concerns with 
student access to social media technologies as well 
as the provision of devices and technological 
infrastructure supporting the use of technology 
(Anderson & Dron, 2011; Deil-Amen, 2011a, 
2011b).  With dwindling financial resources, higher 
education must face issues with mobile devices 
such as smartphones and tablets that allow 
personal opportunities for learning. Administrators 

and professors need to be well versed in current 
technologies that can be accessed for student use 
(Cousin, 2005).  
 
During the past 15 years the common means for 
communicating and sharing have changed 
drastically (Bjerede, Atlins & Dede, 2012).  In the 
current environment, higher education students use 
digital media for communication and sharing 
information at an increasing rate.  The focus on 
learning with digital media or cyberlearning is 
expected to escalate.  Cyberlearning has become a 
trend that includes both independent learning and 
learning in collaboration with others (Greenhow, 
2011).  This flexibility is dependent on learning 
needs, motivations and contexts where students 
can mobile devices for personalized learning 
anytime and anywhere (Teclehaimanot & Hickman, 
2011).  
 
Administrators and professors also need to be 
knowledgeable about legal constraints.  Some laws 
place restrictions on access to online social media.  
Universities may have added further restrictions for 
online access that affect professor and student 
access to online technologies (Children’s Internet 
Protection Act, 2001).  
 
Online education avenues expand daily (Oh & 
Kim, 2007).  Some researchers have suggested that 
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students using online learning resources 
outperform students in traditional face-to-face 
teaching settings (Allen & Seaman, 2010).  They 
have also speculated that online learning 
experiences meet individual student learning needs 
(Keengwe, Kidd, & Kyei-Blankson, 2009).  With 
the requirement that 21st century student skills 
include the necessity to access and use information 
effectively, social media provide educators access 
to different methods for teaching and learning 
(Dede, 2011; Downes, 2004; Hew & Brush, 2007).  
The challenge for educators is to move beyond 
traditional teaching methods and provide students 
with social media skills and strategies to take 
charge of their own learning (Davis, 2007; Hulme, 
2009; Richardson, 2006). 
 

Trends in Social Media in Higher Education 
Social media allow professors to expand their 
messages and listen to what clients want (Taylor & 
Kent, 2010). Facebook reports that within the 
United States, they have 94,748,820 users and 770 
billion page views per month (Burbary, 2011).  The 
change to social media for many students has also 
resulted in a change for education delivery systems 
(Navarro & Shoemaker, 1999).  Social media 
permit students to become more active participants 
in their learning (Byrom & Bingham, 2001). 
Administrators are forced to provide faculty with 
the resources to augment social media in 
institutional delivery (Salmon, 2005).  In addition, 
universities are under constant scrutiny as inter-
national standards for public education become 
increasingly difficult due to shrinking budgets (Ala-
Mutka, et al., 2009b).  Social media permit students 
to explore new learning opportunities (Ellison, 
Steinfeild, & Lampe, 2007). Not only is it 
important that professors communicate with 
students, but it is important that the students trans-
mit their needs to professors and administrators 
(Teclehaimanot & Hickman, 2011; Wandel, 2008).  
 
Twentieth century learners learned content from 
textbooks within the boundaries of classroom walls 
(Jones, Ramanau, Cross, & Healing, 2010). 
Students were provided the “same text as everyone 
else, assigned the same readings, at the same pace, 
asked to achieve the same goals in the same way as 

all the other students, and then were assessed in 
the same way as all the others” (Richardson, 2012, 
p. 14).  The Partnership for 21st Century Skills 
(2009) states that essential skills for today’s 
students include the ability to access and use 
information effectively, analyze media, and to apply 
their knowledge to produce products through the 
use of technology (Ntiri, 2010).  The transforma-
tion from being a 20th century textbook bounded 
learner of content to a 21st century student creator 
of content necessitates a paradigm shift forcing 
educators to include access to educational tech-
nologies allowing experiential learning (Bjerede, 
Atlins, & Dede, 2012; McGill, et al., 2005).  
Twenty-first century learners must learn the 
technology tools that allow them to become the 
creators and not just consumers (Langworthy, 
Shear, & Means, 2010; Qualman, 2009).   
 
Wesch (2011) challenged professors to rescue 
students from the use of computers as workbooks 
to become interactive technology users. “We are 
moving toward ubiquitous computing, ubiquitous 
information, ubiquitous networks, unlimited speed 
about everything, everywhere, from anywhere on 
all kinds of devices that make it ridiculously easy to 
connect, organize, share, collect, collaborate and 
publish” (Wesch, 2011, p. 1).  Social media permit 
students and teachers to have instant access to 
news, information, and interactive experiences 
through computers, tablets, and smartphones 
(Davis, 2007).  The use of social media as educa-
tional tools presents professors with possibilities of 
using technology means with students to facilitate 
access to information for research, creativity and 
collaboration (Dynarski, et al., 2007). 
 
Students are using social media tools both inside 
and outside the classroom (Mazer, Murphy, & 
Simmonds, 2007; Prensky, 2005).  Edutopia (2008) 
suggests integration of social media technologies 
include “four key components of learning: active 
engagement, participation in groups, frequent 
interaction and feedback, and connection to real-
world experts” (p. 1).  Richardson (2006) notes that 
social media tools provide “vast opportunities to 
connect to and learn from and with authors, 
scientists, journalists, explorers, artists, athletes, 
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and many others” but laments that universities are 
doing little to use these resources (p. 16).  
 
Persuading universities to allow educational access 
to social media tools has been an issue (Scott & 
Rockwell 1997; Prensky, 2001). Educators and 
researchers support the need to support appro-
priate use of technology in classrooms (Barnes & 
Lescault, 2011). Further, university faculty mem-
bers are reluctant to use social media if it is not 
known to them or if they are hesitant to try new 
learning approaches (National Science Foundation 
Task Force on Cyberlearning [NSFTFC], 2008).   
 

Types of Social Media 
Social media technologies include Weblogs (blogs), 
microblogs, Wikis, social media networks, pod-
casts, discussion forums, photo sharing sites, and 
video sites (Chu & Meulemans, 2008). Social media 
sites provide connection and communication 
which enable users to link to others, to send 
messages, to link to social networking sites that 
enable users to connect to friends and colleagues, 
to send emails and instant messages, to blog, to 
meet new people, to share pictures and 
information on common interests and to post 
personal information profiles (Connell, 2009; 
Junco, Heibergert, & Loken, 2010). 
 
Blogs 
Weblogs are usually called blogs. Blogs are 
arranged with the newest posted item at the top 
and usually are focused on a particular topic of 
interest to the participant creator (Bayne, 2008).  
Blogs consist of the title to the post, the body and 
content of the post, comments by readers, the 
Uniform Resource Locator (URL) which gives the 
global address of documents and resources of the 
article on the World Wide Web (www), and the 
date and time of publishing (Dillon, 2011; Huette, 
2006). 
 
An EduBlog is a website that can include text, 
pictures, videos and weblinks designed for student 
use (Huette, 2006).  Davis (2004) defined weblogs 
as: 
 

Weblogs are spaces on the web where you can 
write and publish (post) about a topic or 
several topics.  Unlike traditional websites, they 
provide instant, type-n-click publishing that can 
be done anywhere, anytime and from any 
browser.  And, the best thing about weblogs is 
that they encourage discussion and interaction 
from many participants, not just a select few. 
Weblogs are sometimes referred to as blogs, and 
the act of publishing (posting) to a weblog is 
often called blogging.  In educational circles, they 
are frequently referred to as Edublogs or 
Schoolblogs. (para 1) 

 
Davis (2007) provides a rationale for educational 
blogging on anneteachesme.com stating, “Blogs help 
learners to see knowledge as interconnected as 
opposed to a set of discrete facts … noting that 
blogging records online learning (and) facilitates 
reflection and evaluation” (p. 1). 
 
Peters and Massey (2012) suggest that blogs are 
constructivist activities in that blogging allows 
students to become critical and analytical thinkers. 
Richardson (2006) also proposes that blogs allow 
students to be more reflective as the interactive 
process allows them to internalize learning through 
the experience of responding to information posts.  
As academic tools, blogs provide updateable 
Websites for students to become creators of 
information, to publish instantly to the Internet as 
an author, and the ability to interact with ideas and 
comments from readers (Ferdig, 2007; Karlin, 
2007).  Assignments for students to write become 
more interactive experiences where students 
research areas of interest and then create 
information, which can be shared with peers in 
class and others online.  
 
Microblogs 
Microblogs are smaller form of blogs usually 
limited in the number of characters that can be 
used in messaging (Shih & Waugh, 2011). Twitter is 
an online microblog that enables its users to send 
and read text-based messages of up to 140 
characters, known as “tweets”.  Jack Dorsey, 
Twitter’s founder, explained, “We came across the 
word twitter, and it was just perfect” (Sano, 2009).  
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Dorsey noted further that the term ‘twitter’ was a 
short burst of inconsequential information like a 
chirp from a bird, a tweet (Dron & Anderson, 
2007). 
 
Twitter can be used as a professional educational 
tool to post classroom assignments, reminders 
about tests, and as a method to communicate 
between professors and students (Miller & Jensen, 
2007).  Some universities world-wide have adopted 
Twitter as a social networking tool that provides 
fast communication for students about their 
schools.  Miller (2005) suggests that multiple ways 
to include Twitter in higher education classrooms 
include use as a polling device, tracking news and 
participating in research.   
 
Wikis 
Wikis are collaborative webspaces that allow 
professors to share lessons, media, and materials 
with students. Wikis are used for more 
collaborative experiences using multiple access 
points to allow students to work with one another 
(O’Hanlon, 2007).  Richardson (2006) suggests that 
Wikis allow students to work collaboratively for 
class projects and presentations that can then be 
shared with others.  Students can become skilled 
researchers and the use of Wikis allows students as 
creators to build their own learning experiences 
and their own interactive, non-print texts (Higdon 
& Topaz, 2009). 
 
Social Networks 
Social networks can also be used for educational 
purposes (LeRose, Kim & Peng, 2010). The term 
‘social network’ does not have a positive connote-
tion; in some universities the terms ‘academic’ or 
‘educational networking’ is used interchangeably 
with social networking (Smith, 2007).  Some net-
works are created specifically for a group of 
students or a specific class.  Smartphones can be 
used as teaching tools that students use to connect 
to peers or teachers with questions on assignments, 
answer blogs, and help one another study (Project 
Tomorrow, 2012). 
 

Photo and Video Sites 
Video sites provide easy, engaging resources to 
bring multimedia into the classroom to supplement 
lessons and research new interests (Shear et al., 
2010).  Social media sites such as YouTube provide 
a search engine for information with over 
100,000,000 videos that have to be screened for 
suitability prior to classroom use (Shear, Hafter, 
Miller, & Trinidad, 2011).  TedEd (2012) has 
videos and flips – lessons planned by volunteer 
teachers – for access by subject or video series. 
 
Videos allow students to pause, repeat, review, and 
practice while working at their own pace or to 
move ahead of assigned lessons (McGill, et al., 
2005). Video pacing is tailored toward individual 
student needs.  Once video segments have been 
reviewed, students can work collaboratively in class 
with peers and the teacher to ensure lesson mastery 
(Richardson, 2006).  
 
 

Laws Affecting Use of Social Media 
by Educators 

The use of social media is the current method best 
used for communication among students; however, 
some social media tools in universities are “blocked 
and filtered” (Smith, 2007, para. 1) usually due to 
concerns with cyberbullying and other inappro-
priate uses of social media.  Jansen (2010) suggests 
part of the responsibilities for professors is to 
include responsible use of social media along with 
other areas for which educators are responsible.  
Smith (2007) speculated that it is the responsibility 
of the professor to speak openly to students and to 
train them to make ethical decisions about social 
networking.  Some universities have taken a pro-
active stance in the use of social media in 
classrooms (Kleiner, Thomas & Lewis, 2007). 
Addressed as professional social media use, 
university guidelines often detail recommended 
practices for communication between employees, 
as well as between employees and students (Bayne, 
2005). 
 
Student privacy is a primary concern; thus, names 
of students, pictures, and personal information 
about students should not be allowed when 
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students use online resources (Fogel & Nehmad, 
2009; Hemmi, Bayne, & Land, 2009).  Professors 
are responsible for instructing students concerning 
what they should and should not do online, as well 
as notifying and explaining to students which social 
media sites will be used in classrooms (Matthews, 
2006). Some universities also restrict direct 
communication between professors and students 
on personal media sites (Subrahmanyam, Reich, 
Waechter, & Espinoza, 2008). 
 

Professor Uses of Social Media 
Digital literacy is also a requirement for educators 
(Dede, 2011).  Professors are expected to review 
appropriate methods to use social media “in order 
to maintain a professional and appropriate 
relationship with students” (p. 4).  To establish 
effective instruction that uses social media, 
professors must listen and learn from current 
conversations with students, participate in the use 
of social media to promote positive learning, and 
introduce administrators to students’ needs 
(Hrastinski & Aghaee, 2012).  Social media use is 
not a panacea, but it can be a reliable new learning 
technique (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2008).   
 
Downes (2004) and Dede (2011) suggest the view 
of education, as a delivery model for information, 
needs to change to one with professors and 
students as creators of learning.  Fullan (2011) 
recommends that increased student achievement 
necessitates instructional practices be explicitly 
linked to 21st century skills that access information 
communication technologies (ICT).  Social media 
tools allow “learning to expand beyond the four 
walls of the classroom and the hours of the school 
day” (Bjerede, Atkins, & Dede, 2012).   Such access 
has enormous potential to increase student 
achievement as learning can be targeted to specific 
student needs.  Student access to social media also 
has to be bounded by concerns for privacy and 
protection for students (Valenzulea, Park, & Kee, 
2009).  Professors must provide training for 
students in digital citizenship, building knowledge 
and responsibility for safe technology usage 
(Parameswaran & Whinston, 2007). 
 

Dede (2011) suggests the professor has to become 
skilled in the technology as well as the pedagogy.  
Training for professors is needed to ensure that 
they can use mobile learning technologies (Hemmi, 
Bayne, & Land, 2009; Kleiner, Thomas, & Lewis, 
2007).  Twenty-four/seven access to digital techno-
logies can facilitate new media for professional 
learning through interactive technology (Fullan, 
2011; Keengwe, Onchwari & Onchwari, 2009).  
However, adding social media tools to instruction 
requires professors to restructure 20th century 
pedagogies to leverage 21st century opportunities 
for learning (Hartstein, 2011).  For professors and 
students, once isolated to their own individual 
classrooms with limited print resources, social 
media promote access, communication, tools for 
collaboration and analysis, and the ability to 
interactively share their knowledge (Junco, 2011; 
Klein, 2008). 
 

Social Media Challenges 
All universities are not 21st century workplaces with 
equitable access to technology tools (Carr, 2009; 
Greenhow, 2011).  Older universities often need 
infrastructure improvements to sustain technology 
rich environments; financial resources limit the 
ability of universities to upgrade technology 
(Greaves, Hayes, Wilson, Gielniak, & Peterson, 
2010).  Universities face major challenges in pro-
viding access devices for every student and 
educator (Williams, 2009).  Even with the rise of 
relatively low-cost mobile devices, most devices 
cost at least several hundred dollars and need to be 
replaced every few years.  Hew and Brush (2007) 
report, “Without adequate hardware and software, 
there is little opportunity for teachers to integrate 
technology into the curriculum” (p. 226).  These 
authors further posit, “Access to technology is 
more than merely the availability of technology in a 
school; it involves providing the proper amount 
and right types of technology in locations where 
teachers and students can best use them” (p. 226). 
To ensure the integration of technology in 
classrooms, technology in terms of hardware 
(computers) and software (programs) must be 
accessible for professors and students (Gillet, El 
Helou, Yu, & Salzmann, 2008; Waters, 2011; Yu, 
Tian, Vogel, & Kwok, 2010). 
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Conclusion 
The use of social media may not be a panacea, but 
it is a technique that can change learning in higher 
education institutions. Professors and administra-
tors are challenged to use social media as one 
technique for increasing cyberlearning and to 
collaboratively ensure the best learning 
opportunities for 21st century students.  Social 
media has some built in concerns, but can be used 
effectively when coupled with professional 
development for professors who incorporate 
cyberlearning into their classrooms.  Cyberlearning 
is the key to current and future learning but social 
media is often the force driving the innovation. 
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Abstract  
 Although the prevalence of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) has risen significantly since first described in the 1940s, 
there is a dearth of information in regard to effectively supporting the classroom instruction and navigation of campus society for 
students with Asperger’s Disorder, and how to support their navigation of a campus society.  This qualitative study explores 
factors needed to provide effective supports to college students diagnosed with this disorder. Investigators convened a panel of 
experts to provide input on the topic, and then used a Delphi surveying method to categorize common themes identified by panel 
members.  The findings resulted in the creation of the Best Practices Checklist for On-Campus Supports of Students with ASD 
in Higher Education checklist.  The information gleaned should be of value for those in higher education whose students may 
have ASD and for the school leaders they prepare. 
 
 

Background 
Autistic Disorder, Asperger’s Disorder and 
Pervasive Developmental Disability Not Otherwise 
Specified (PDD NOS) are psychological conditions 
commonly described as autism spectrum disorders 
(ASDs), a term that suggests flexibility regarding 
impairment within this continuum.  Research 
demonstrates that while indivi-duals diagnosed 
with ASDs experience a “disruption in 
development [that] occurs across multiple areas of 
functioning” (VanBergeijk, Klin & Volkmar, 2008, 
p. 1360) those diagnosed can range from mildly to 
profoundly affected by the disorder.  The 
prevalence of ASDs has increased significantly 
since the disorders were first described in the 
1940s by doctors Leo Kanner and Hans Asperger.  
The Centers for Disease Control currently reports 
the prevalence in the United States at 1:88 children 
(http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/ autism/data.html).  
Males are affected at a rate five times greater than 
females: 1 in 54 boys are diagnosed with an ASD, 
while 1 in 252 girls are affected.  
 
In contrast to Autistic Disorder, individuals 
diagnosed with Asperger’s Disorder (commonly 
called Asperger’s Syndrome) develop language and 
communication skills along typically expected 

milestones and experience no clinically significant 
delays in adaptive functioning or cognitive abilities, 
with the exception of skills used for social 
interaction.  Indeed, those with AS often have well 
developed vocabularies and “may possess cognitive 
abilities similar to neurotypical or gifted 
individuals” (VanBergeijk, et al., 2008, p. 1359).  
 
Despite pervasive and often debilitating social, 
emotional, and communication challenges that 
exist within the autism spectrum, evidence suggests 
many individuals with ASDs have the intellectual 
capacity to learn within a mainstream educational 
environment (Huckabee, 2003) and many may be 
intellectually gifted (Huber, 2008).  Some with 
Asperger’s Disorder may be attracted to careers 
that can be reached only though the completion of 
academic study at an institution of higher learning 
(Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, Burtenshaw & 
Hobson, 2007).  Indeed, the obsessive, fixed 
interest symptomatic of the disorder provides the 
focus for intense, rigid study and the ability to 
grasp narrow expertise of a specific subject (Farrell, 
2004).  
 
Evidence suggests that in 2008 there were 
“between 284,000 and 486,000 individuals” 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/%20autism/data.html
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(VanBergeijk, et al., 2008, p. 1359) under the age of 
20 diagnosed with milder forms of ASDs 
potentially preparing to enter American colleges 
and universities.  The increasing prevalence may 
create significant difficulties for colleges and 
universities unprepared for a growing number of 
students who have the intellectual ability necessary 
to enter college, but lack the social and cognitive 
organization skills necessary to graduate.  The 
success-ful support of college students with more 
traditional physical or learning disabilities is well 
represented in education research and literature 
(Johnson, Zascavage, & Gerber, 2008; Wolf, 
Brown, & Bork, 2009).  There is a dearth of 
research, however, regarding how best to support 
college students with AS (VanBergeijk, Klin & 
Volkmar, 2008).  
 

Purpose and Significance 
The purpose of this study was to explore elements 
needed to provide effective academic, social, and 
inde-pendent living supports to college students 
diagnosed with Asperger’s Disorder.  Specifically, 
researchers were interested in investigating the 
pedagogical and social accommodations necessary 
for an effective college experience for this student 
population.  It was anticipated that a deeper 
understanding of the education and support needs 
associated with Asperger’s Disorder would benefit 
individual college students diagnosed with the 
disorder and the faculty and staff within higher 
education who must instruct and support them. 
 

Methods 
This qualitative study explored the phenomenon of 
providing effective instruction and support to 
college students diagnosed with Asperger’s 
Disorder, especially those issues related to their 
access and supports that address needs specific to 
their disorder.  The research questions were: 
 

1. What challenges do experts in supporting 
college students with Asperger’s Disorder 
anticipate most students diagnosed with the 
disorder will experience on a traditional 
college or university campus? 

2. What supports do experts in supporting 
college students with Asperger’s Disorder 

anticipate most students diagnosed with the 
disorder will require for success on a 
traditional college or university campus? 

3. Do experts believe traditional “academic 
adjustments and reasonable modifications” 
commonly found in higher education meet 
the needs of most college students diagnosed 
with Asperger’s Disorder?  

4. What do experts in supporting college 
students with Asperger’s Disorder report as 
barriers to providing necessary classroom 
and academic accommodations to college 
students diagnosed with the disorder? 

5. What do experts in supporting college 
students with Asperger’s Disorder report as 
barriers to providing necessary non-academic 
supports (on campus, but outside the 
classroom) to college students diagnosed 
with the disorder? 

 
Through purposive sampling, ten experts were 
identified and invited to participate in an open-
ended survey.  Invited panelists were selected from 
diverse backgrounds; each, however, had extensive 
knowledge of autism spectrum disorders and 
professional experience in supporting college 
students with Asperger’s Disorder.  Panel members 
included college professors, autism researchers, 
disability support coordinators in higher education, 
and individuals diagnosed with Asperger’s Disorder 
who hold college degrees and who speak publically 
on the subject of autism-specific supports within 
higher education. Panelists were invited to 
participate by blind email. Seven of the ten agreed 
to participate.  A description of panel members is 
included in the Settings and Participants section of 
this paper. 
 
A Delphi protocol was designed to solicit 
information from panel members in multiple 
rounds until a consensus was reached among them.  
Investigators anticipated three rounds of surveys; 
however, only two rounds were necessary before 
consensus was reached. Round 1 of the survey 
(Attachment A) consisted of five questions that 
gathered opinions on: (1) the most common 
challenges students with Asperger’s Disorder 
typically face in college, (2) the type of assistance 
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most commonly needed to effectively support 
college students with Asperger’s Disorder, (3) the 
effectiveness of traditional disability services in 
higher education for students with Asperger’s 
Disorder, (4) barriers to effective academic 
supports, and (5) barriers to effective non-
academic supports.  
 
Data received from Round 1 were organized into 
common themes, placed into a matrix (Attachment 
B) and then sent to panel members who were 
asked to either “agree” or “disagree” with results 
that emerged from that round.  Panel members 
who disagreed were asked to explain their 
contention in detail.  Round 2 of the survey 
(Attachment C) also provided the opportunity to 
provide new or clarifying information about each 
data category.  More detailed information about 
this analysis is provided in the data collection and 
analysis section. 
 
Setting and Participants 
The exchange of surveys and responses took place 
electronically via email. Panel members included 
disability service professionals employed in higher 
education; noted researchers and autism 
professionals; college faculty with experience 
teaching or supporting students diagnosed with 
AS; and individuals diagnosed with autism 
spectrum disorders who have a public, national 
reputation (through authoring books or articles on 
the subject) for expertise regarding this phenome-
non.  A description of individuals who participated 
as panel members follows. 
 

Participant 1: The director of a university-
based autism service program and clinic that 
specializes in the support of college students 
with Asperger’s Disorder. 
 
Participant 24: The director of a university-
based program that specializes in supporting 
and educating individuals with autism spectrum 
disorders across the lifespan, and has extensive 
experience developing support programs for 
college students with Asperger’s Disorder. 
 

Participant 5: The director of an educational 
program for individuals with autism spectrum 
dis-orders. Participant 5 has a national 
reputation for expertise on the topic of adult 
services for individuals with Asperger’s 
Disorder.  Participant 5 agreed to participate, 
and replied with responses to Round 1. 
 
Participant 47: An author, former university 
faculty member, and public speaker diagnosed 
with Asperger’s Disorder. 
 
Participant 58: A university faculty member, 
author, and public speaker diagnosed with 
Asperger’s Disorder. 
 
Participant 69: A disability services employee 
within higher education who has experience 
developing supports for college students with 
Asperger’s Disorder. 
 
Participant 710: A disability services employee 
within higher education who has experience 
with developing supports for college students 
with Asperger’s Disorder.  

 
Three additional individuals — a university faculty 
member and author diagnosed with an ASD, a 
director of a statewide autism support program, 
and a person who has publically disclosed a 
personal diagnosis of Asperger’s Disorder and who 
directs an organization dedicated to teaching self-
advocacy skills to the population — were invited 
but declined to participate in the study. 
 

Data Collection and Analysis 
Panel members were asked to complete each 
Delphi survey round by specific dates and reply 
electronically with answers to investigators.  Data 
from Round 1 were organized per question, and an 
emergent category analysis was performed.  
Categorized responses were then ranked from 
“Most Cited” to “Least Cited” among the panel. 
 
Two investigators independently analyzed each 
categorized response, and then compared out-
comes to ensure a reliable interpretation of data.  
Disagreement occurred surrounding the 
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organization of responses of the terms self-advocacy 
and disclosure.  One investigator interpreted the 
terms as a significant topic deserving of a stand-
alone category.  A second investigator interpreted 
the relevance of the terms to be contained within 
the context of other topics that addressed 
symptoms, such as executive functioning or 
communication challenges.  Due to the prevalence of 
the terms in the responses from panelists, however, 
a decision was reached to make Self-Advocacy and 
Disclosure a separate and distinct category.  
Responses from panel members and the emergent 
categories that resulted are: 
 

Challenges most students with Asperger’s 
Disorder will experience on a traditional 
college campus 

 
Panel members suggest a variety of challenges that 
exist for most college students diagnosed with 
Asperger’s Disorder, with the majority of those 
challenges being outside the traditional “academic,” 
environment.  Types of challenges identified by 
panel members, from most-to-least cited responses 
are: social interactions with peers and professors, executive 
functioning challenges (particularly in regard to time 
management and academic organization), social 
communication challenges (especially in understanding 
and using the pragmatics of language), dorm life and 
independent living, (hygiene problems or roommate 
issues), dining hall and food preference issues, difficulty 
working in groups, and challenges involving self-
advocacy and disclosure of their psychological 
diagnosis. 

 
Themes that emerged from these responses 
indicate most college students diagnosed with 
Asperger’s Disorder will experience: (1) academic 
challenges, (2) social challenges, (3) communication 
challenges, (4) independent living challenges, (5) 
challenges with cognitive organization, and (6) 
challenges with self-advocacy and disclosure. 

 
The supports most college students with 
Asperger’s Disorder will require to be 
successful 

 

The ability to recognize and access “resources” and 
“information” were key components to the 
supports panel members believed integral to 
college success. Needs identified,  in most-to-least 
cited order, were: a responsive disability services office, 
assistance with executive functioning elements necessary for 
the typical college lifestyle (such as calendar and 
scheduling support, assistance with organization of 
assignments, and help with preparation for 
assignments and exams), assistance with social 
interaction and participation (especially professionals 
who can  model correct social skills, or provide 
assistance in learning new social skills), assistance 
with identifying campus resources (such as school based 
clubs, organizations, and tutoring services), and 
access to effective counseling  services (to help reduce 
anxiety and develop stress management strategies). 
 
Emerging themes believed necessary for successful 
supports were: (1) access to basic academic 
adjustments and reasonable accommodations, (2) 
service personnel to provide direct academic 
assistance and/or advice, (3) service personnel to 
provide direct social assistance and/or advice, (4) 
assistance with identifying campus resources, and 
(5) mental health services. 

 
Assessing the ability of traditional 
disability services to meet the needs of 
students with Asperger’s Disorder  

 
Panel members voiced strongly that traditional 
disability services on modern college campuses do 
not meet the needs of students diagnosed with 
Asperger’s Disorder, with six of the seven panel 
members replying “No” to this specific survey 
item.  Comments about this item were categorized 
into two groups: traditional accommoda-tions tend to be 
academically related (extended time on exams, etc.) 
assistance is needed in regards to clarification and 
interpretation of test questions and academic assignments.  
The latter seemed directly tied to communication 
and language difficulties symptomatic of ASD. 
 
Panel members suggest the needs of students with 
Asperger’s Disorder differ greatly from the 
historical and traditional focus of disability services 
in higher education.  Emergent themes were: (1) 
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characteristics of this disorder require a greater need for 
social supports than is provided by traditional disability 
services, and (2) the language challenges associated with the 
disorder requires a specialized delivery of information to the 
student.  Some panel members opined that tradi-
tional disability services can be helpful; however 
social based supports are of a greater need than 
academic based supports. 

 
Barriers that prevent necessary classroom 
and academic accommodations 

 
The misunderstanding and misinterpretation of 
symptoms, along with a general lack of knowledge 
about the disorder, appears to be primary barriers 
to effective academic accommodations.  In most-
to-least cited order, panel members report the lack 
of understanding about the needs of students 
diagnosed with Asperger’s Disorder, the fact that 
social needs are often unforeseen because of the strong 
academic competence, and that intelligence often 
masks the social needs of those in this student 
population as three of the top four barriers to 
academic accommodations.  Acknowledging that 
dedicated resources (including dedicated 
professional staff) are necessary for students with 
this disorder, panel members’ second most 
mentioned barrier to providing academic 
accommodations was limited resources and space 
within disability or support offices.  
 
Themes that emerged as barriers to effective 
academic accommodations were: (1) knowledge of 
and about the disorder, (2) finances and available resources 
of traditional disability office, (3) too strong an emphasis is 
placed on academic ability by college faculty and staff, with 
too little emphasis placed on social ability, and (4) self-
advocacy skills of student to request academic 
accommodations and the decision on disclosing the diagnosis 
to administrative staff and professors. 
 

Barriers that prevent necessary non-
academic supports to college students with 
Asperger’s Disorder 

 
Panel members expressed a variety of reasons that 
effective supports may be prevented from 
occurring outside the classroom.  Those reasons 

include: the expense of hiring staff, and the general lack 
of staffing to provide necessary supports, negative 
attitudes and perspectives of faculty and administration 
towards students with Asperger’s Disorder, and a lack of 
knowledge of the non-academic needs of support for this 
population.  
 
Themes that emerged in this category were: (1) 
finances and resources of traditional disability office, (2) 
attitudes of faculty and staff on campus, (3) lack of 
knowledge among college faculty and staff about non-
academic needs, and (4) student self-advocacy for non-
academic related accommodations and decisions on disclosure 
of diagnosis. 
 
Once themes were categorized, investigators 
developed a matrix to illustrate how individual 
responses from panelists fit themes that emerged 
from the group (Attachment B).  That matrix, a 
brief analysis of initial findings, and Round 2 of the 
Delphi Survey were then sent to panel members.  
Round 2 of the survey asked panel members to 
“agree” or “disagree” with the results, and 
provided each an opportunity to add or clarify 
information. 
 
Four of the six panel members who responded to 
the Round 2 survey agreed with the results.  
Participant 7 added “Self-Advocacy and Disclosure 
likely pose as a top challenge” to the sections 
Challenges to Campus Living and Non-Academic 
Barriers.  Participant 4 disagreed with content in the 
Challenges to Campus Living section, stating 
“Communication challenges are more significant.” 
Participant 4 also disagreed with content in the 
Non-Academic Barriers section, stating “Faculty/Staff 
attitudes have a greater effect.” 
 

Conclusions 
Upon receiving and evaluating data from Round 1 
and Round 2 of the Delphi survey, the following 
interpretations conclude this study:  
 
1. Social Challenges, Independent Living Skills, and 

Cognitive Organizational Skills were mentioned as 
a need more often by expert panelist than was 
Academic Challenges.  This suggests panelists 
agree that students diagnosed with Asperger’s 
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Disorder are, generally, intellectually capable of 
performing in the classroom but struggle with 
the social and organizational aspects of the 
college lifestyle; 

2. Resources dedicated to meeting the Social 
Challenges of students diagnosed with 
Asperger’s Disorder are considered integral to 
effective college support; 

3. Traditional disability services are ineffective for 
supporting this student population due to: (a) 
its historical focus on meeting academic rather 
than social needs, (b) its lack of resources, and 
(c) its general lack of expertise regarding the 
disorder; 

4. The panel of experts connected self-advocacy and 
disclosure more to academic success than to 
other aspects of campus life; 

5. Mental health services are identified as a necessary 
support for college students diagnosed with 
Asperger’s Disorder.  These services, however, 
were mentioned fewer times by the panelists 
than the need for: (a) dedicated staff with 
specialized knowledge to provide supports, (b) 
having a well-informed campus community, 
and (c) utilizing a well-staffed support program 
with expertise in the disorder.  An equal 
number of panelists mentioned the need for 
having staff to teach students to identify on-
campus resources and supports, which would 
generally include student mental health 
services; 

6. The panel of experts revealed faculty and staff 
attitudes may play a role in college success for 
college students with Asperger’s Disorder.  
More panelists expressed a need, however, for 
increased on-campus knowledge and information 
about the disorder. 

7. Finances and Resources were identified by the 
majority of panelists as barriers to academic 
and non-academic success alike due to the high 
cost of hiring personnel with expertise. 

 
Implications 

Results of this study demonstrate that Asperger’s 
Disorder is an enigma within higher education: the 
symptoms associated with the disorder—
communication and socialization problems, 
difficulty establishing and carrying out goals, and 

difficulty advocating for personal needs—create 
significant challenges for college faculty and 
support staff more familiar with students who 
demonstrate developmentally appropriate self-
direction, communication, and social skills.  The 
tradition within higher education is to admit, 
instruct, and support students who exhibit the 
academic and social leadership skills necessary to 
transition into the workforce.  Panel members in 
this study suggest students with Asperger’s 
Disorder may suffer an on-campus attitudinal bias: 
attitudes about the disorder may create unwilling-
ness to provide intensive supports, and a general 
lack of understanding about the disorder may lead 
to the development of a deeper bias. 
 
Higher education is guided by the principle, 
however, that a complete college education 
includes life skill training, career guidance, and 
training students in the art of relationship building.  
Accreditation bodies expect colleges to support 
student development in social understanding and 
cognitive organization, the very skill set delayed in 
this student population.  VanBergeijk et al. (2008) 
state colleges must “learn to address the social and 
organizational difficulties of this [the AS] 
population” (p. 1362) and suggest that failure to 
develop an academic culture that recognizes and 
accommodates those needs is equivalent to being 
noncompliant with the Americans with Disabilities 
Act.  
 
As evidenced by this study, a lack of understanding 
about Asperger’s Disorder within higher education 
creates significant barriers to delivering effective 
academic accommodations and support strategies.  
Colleges and universities would benefit greatly 
from hearing first-hand about the needs students 
diagnosed with the disorder have in higher 
education.  Forming student panels comprised of 
students with Asperger’s Disorder to inform 
college administration on policy and practice 
helpful to specific needs of the population would 
be a significant step toward a more understanding 
campus society.  Dedicating finances and other 
resources to on-campus support programs with 
expertise in supporting students with Asperger’s 
Disorder, modeled after the traditional TRIO 
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programs, for example, could assist with building a 
supportive infrastructure for students.  And finally, 
the development of a best-practice checklist that 
outlines those supports known to be most effective 
with college students diagnosed with AS would be 
useful tool for students and family members as 
they interview at and visit colleges they wish to 
attend. 
 

Summary 
Experts who participated in this study agreed that, 
generally, college students diagnosed with 
Asperger’s Disorder have the intellectual ability 
necessary to succeed in the college classroom. 
Experts also agreed that social and independent 
living skill deficits, along with a general lack of 
understanding about the disorder among college 
faculty and staff, are most likely the causes for 
failure.  This study suggested traditional disability 
services have been ineffective in meeting the 
holistic needs of students with Asperger’s 
Disorder, and that more effective supports can be 
provided within campus cultures that embrace 
diversity, recognize the importance of a well-
informed campus community, and dedicate 
resources to this student population.  

References 
Baron-Cohen, S., Wheelwright, S., Burtenshaw, A., 

& Hobson, E. (2007, August). Mathematical 
talent linked to autism. Human Nature, 18, 125–
131. Published online by Springer Science + 
Business Media, LLC. Retrieved at: 
http://ezproxy.marshall.edu:2536/ehost/ 
pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=3&hid=12&sid= 
ee75be00-17ae-463d-8dec-b29bddfaeb2d% 
40sessionmgr10 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: 
Autism Spectrum Disorders Data and 
Statistics. Found at: http://www.cdc.gov/ 
ncbddd/autism/data.html  

Dillon, M. R. (2007, June). Creating supports for 
college students with Asperger syndrome 
through collaboration. College Student Journal, 
41(2), 499–504. 

Huber, D. H. (2007). Clinical presentation of autism 
spectrum disorders in intellectually gifted students. 
Ph.D. dissertation, The University of Iowa, 
United States – Iowa. Retrieved October 20, 
2008, from Dissertations & Thesis: ProQuest 
database. (Publication No. AAT 3301714). 

Huckabee, H. C. G. (2003). Correspondence of DSM-
IV criteria for autistic spectrum disorders with 
standardized measures of intelligence and 
language. Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Houston, United States – Texas. Retrieved 
October 20, 2008, from Dissertations & 
Theses: Full Text database. (Publication No. 
AAT 3089804). 

Johnson, G., Zascavage, V., & Gerber, S. (2008, 
December). Junior college experience and 
students with learning disabilities: Implications 
for success at the four year university. College 
Student Journal, 42(4), 1162–1168. 

VanBergeijk, E., Klin, A., & Volkmar, F. (2008, 
August). Supporting more able students on the 
autism spectrum: College and beyond. Journal of 
Autism & Developmental Disorders, 38(7), 1359–
1370. doi:10.1007/s10803-007-0524-8 

Wolf, L., Brown, J., & Bork, R. (2009). Students with 
Asperger syndrome: A guide for college personnel. 
Shawnee Mission, KS: Autism Asperger 
Publishing Company. 

 
 

Attachment A: Round 1 of the Delphi Survey 
 

Thank you for taking time to complete this qualitative survey. Your knowledge and expertise on the subject of supporting students with 
Asperger’s Disorder in college is recognized and valued, and will be helpful in determining the direction of my doctoral research on this topic.  
 
This questionnaire serves as the initial round of a Delphi survey. Subsequent rounds (likely three rounds) developed by the answers you 
provide will be sent to you electronically during the next several weeks.  
 

http://ezproxy.marshall.edu:2536/ehost/%20pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=3&hid=12&sid=%20ee75be00-17ae-463d-8dec-b29bddfaeb2d%25%2040sessionmgr10
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http://ezproxy.marshall.edu:2536/ehost/%20pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=3&hid=12&sid=%20ee75be00-17ae-463d-8dec-b29bddfaeb2d%25%2040sessionmgr10
http://www.cdc.gov/%20ncbddd/autism/data.html
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The five questions that make up this survey will take approximately 15 minutes to complete. Please answer in detail; then, email the 
competed survey as an attachment to co-investigator Rebecca Hansen. Her email address is fuller26@marshall.edu Please return your 
response as soon as possible, but no later than February 29, 2012. 
 
1. Please describe the challenges you expect most students with Asperger’s Disorder will experience on a traditional 

college or university campus. 
 
 
 
 
2. Please describe the supports you anticipate most students with Asperger’s Disorder will require to be successful on a 

traditional college or university campus. 
 
 
 
 
3. Do traditional “academic adjustments and reasonable modifications” commonly found in higher education meet 

the needs of most college students diagnosed with Asperger’s Disorder? Please explain your “Yes” or “No” answer. 
 
 
 
 
4. What barriers exist to providing necessary classroom and academic accommodations to college students with 

Asperger’s Disorder? 
 
 
 
 
5. What barriers exist to providing necessary non-academic supports (on campus, but outside the classroom) to 

college students with Asperger’s Disorder? 
 
 
 
 

Attachment B: Response Matrix from Round 1 of Delphi Survey 
 

“X” indicates the expert panelist identified this specific area issue in their survey responses 
 

Challenges to Campus Living 

Responder Academic 
Challenge 

Social 
Challenge Communication Independent 

Living 
Cognitive 

Organization 
Self-Advocacy 
and Disclosure 

1 X X X X X X 
4 X X  X X  
5  X   X  
7  X    X 
8 X  X X X X X 
9  X X X X  
10  X  X    

mailto:fuller26@marshall.edu
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Most Effective Supports 

Responder 
Access to basic 

accommodations and 
modifications 

Staff to Provide 
Academic 
Assistance 

Staff to Provide 
Social Assistance 

Assistance in 
Identifying Campus 

Resources 

Mental Health 
Services 

1 X  X X X 
4 X  X X  
5   X  X 
7 X  X   
8  X X X X 
9 X     
10  X X   

 

Are Traditional Disability Services Effective? 

Responder Yes No 
1  X 
4  X 
5  X 
7 X  
8  X 
9  X 
10  X 

 

Why Traditional Disability Services Are Not Effective 

Responder Has a Focus on 
Academics 

Does Not Meet Social Needs 
Inherent In Disorder 

Lack of understanding in how to 
communicate information to students 

1 X X X 
4 X   
5 X X  
7   X 
8 X X X 
9 X  X 
10 X X  

 
Academic Barriers 

Responder Knowledge of AD Finances and 
Resources of DSS 

Weighted Focus on 
Academics 

Self-Advocacy and 
Disclosure 

1 X X  X 
4   X  
5 X    X 
7  X  X 
8 X X X X 
9 X X   
10 X X   
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Non-Academic Barriers 

Responder Finances and 
Resources 

Faculty/Staff 
Attitudes 

Lack of Knowledge on 
AD’s 

Self-Advocacy and 
Disclosure 

1 X  X  
4 X X X  
5 X  X  
7   X  
8 X  X  
9 X   X  X 
10 X X X  

 
 
 

Attachment C: Round 2 of the Delphi Survey 
 
The five themes developed from Round 1 of the Delphi survey serve as section headlines below. If you agree with the 
expert panelist opinions documented in the Response Matrix under that heading, simply place an “X” beside: “I agree 
with the panelist on this topic.” If you disagree with their responses, or recognize something is missing from that 
section, place an “X” beside that survey item and then write in your response in the space provided. Please email your 
responses (by pasting them into an email or by attaching this document to an email) to Rebecca Hansen, 
fuller26@marshall.edu before March 23, 2012. Thank you for your participation and your expertise. 
 
Challenges to Campus Living 

_____ I agree with the panelist comments found in the Response Matrix 
 
_____ I don’t agree with the panelists comments found in the Response Matrix. I don’t agree because:  
 
_____ There is something missing, or something I’d like to add to this section of the Response Matrix. I’d like to add:  
 
Most Effective Supports 

_____ I agree with the panelists comments found in the Response Matrix 
 
_____ I don’t agree with the panelists comments found in the Response Matrix. I don’t agree because:  
 
_____ There is something missing, or something I’d like to add to this section of the Response Matrix. I’d like to add:  
 
Why Traditional Disability Services Are Not Effective 

_____ I agree with the panelist comments found in the Response Matrix 
 
_____ I don’t agree with the panelists comments found in the Response Matrix. I don’t agree because:  
 
_____ There is something missing, or something I’d like to add to this section of the Response Matrix. I’d like to add:  
 
Academic Barriers 

_____ I agree with the panelist comments found in the Response Matrix 
 
_____ I don’t agree with the panelists comments found in the Response Matrix. I don’t agree because:  
 
_____ There is something missing, or something I’d like to add to this section of the Response Matrix. I’d like to add:  

mailto:fuller26@marshall.edu
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Non-Academic Barriers 

_____ I agree with the panelist comments found in the Response Matrix 
 
_____ I don’t agree with the panelists comments found in the Response Matrix. I don’t agree because:  __________ 
 _____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____ There is something missing, or something I’d like to add to this section of the Response Matrix. I’d like to 

add:  ________________________________________________________________________________ 
 _____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 

Attachment D: Response Matrix from Round 2 of the Delphi Survey 
 
 “X” indicates the expert panelist “Agreed” or “Disagreed” with the Response Matrix from Round 1 
 

Challenges to Campus Living 

Responder Agree Disagree Missing 
1 X   
4  X Communication challenges are more significant 
5    
7  X Self-Advocacy and Disclosure likely pose as a top challenge 
8 X   
9 X   
10 X   

 

Most Effective Supports 

Responder Agree Disagree Missing 
1 X   
4 X   
5    
7 X   
8 X   
9 X   
10 X   

 

Why Traditional Disability Services Are Not Effective 

Responder Agree Disagree Missing 
1 X   
4 X   
5    
7 X   
8 X   
9 X   
10 X   
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Academic Barriers 
Responder Agree Disagree Missing 

1 X   
4 X   
5    
7 X   
8 X   
9 X   
10 X   

 
Non-Academic Barriers 

Responder Agree Disagree Missing 
1 X   
4  X Faculty/Staff attitudes have a greater effect 
5    
7  X Self-Advocacy and Disclosure likely pose as a top barrier 
8 X   
9 X   
10 X   
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Introduction 
Research indicates that not only is graduating with 
a baccalaureate degree taking longer, it is being 
accomplished as a result of multi-institutional 
enrollment in the process of completion (Ewell, 
2011).  Increasing numbers of students are exhibit-
ing patterns of multi-institutional enrollment and 
greater numbers of students are beginning their 
academic careers in community college environ-
ments (Fung, 2010).  Students must successfully 
navigate and acclimate in multiple environments in 
an effort to obtain a baccalaureate degree.  
Graduation rates are focused upon as a critical 
measure of student success and accountability in 
higher education; yet, graduation rates indicate that 
fewer percentages of students are ultimately being 
successful in acquiring four-year degrees (Cook & 
Pollaro, 2010).  Because graduation rates are 
longitudinal and track only first-time, full-time 
students entering a post-secondary institution, they 
have been criticized for not painting an accurate 
picture of student outcomes and ignoring the 
transfer population (Cook & Pollaro, 2010).  The 
study focuses on investigating factors that 
characterize differences between transfer and 
native student populations in a university environ-
ment, their utilization of academic and social 
resources, and how educational leaders may gain a 
broader understanding of the portrait of students 
migrating through higher educational environ-
ments.  Continued emphasis on higher admission 
standards demands that transfer student success is 
tracked and examined multi-dimensionally in an 
effort to truly exercise effective institutional 
planning and policy.  In light of increased scrutiny 
of accountability in higher education and stringent 
economic budgets, this study has implications for 

exploring true measures of institutional effective-
ness of sub-populations of students previously not 
examined.   
 

Purpose of the Study 
While most studies focus on student characteristics 
as indicators of persistence as a successful 
academic outcome, this study explored differences 
in behavior, as well as characteristics, among native 
and transfer students regarding the use of various 
environmental resources (academic, social, institu-
tional) to assess successful academic outcomes.  In 
this study, transfer students are defined as any 
student who matriculated to the four-year 
institution following previous enrollment in a 
community college.  A native student was defined 
as a student who attended the four-year institution 
without prior enrollment in any other post-
secondary institution.  This approach conceptua-
lizes blending a biological model with an 
educational model to consider environmental 
resources along with the affective domains of 
energy expenditure and environmental perceptions 
(specifically, competition vs. cooperation) with an 
educational model that explores how the 
environment influences input-output dynamics.  
Astin (1993) argued that reporting graduation rates 
without reporting accompanying contextual 
environmental information was questionable; 
therefore, the I-E-O model served as a framework 
for the study.   
 

A Review of Relevant Literature 
Graduation rates, attainment rates, and statistics 
related to postsecondary performance provide 
benchmarks for the analysis of successful student 
outcomes and institutional quality.  Four-year 
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colleges graduate approximately 56 percent of 
students in six years, with Louisiana, the state in 
which this study occurred, averaging a six-year 
graduation rate of approximately 42 percent 
(Kelderman, 2011).  The national educational 
attainment rate in the state is approximately 39 
percent, with only 27 percent of Louisiana’s 
working-age adults holding at least a two-year 
degree (Matthews, 2010).  According to the U.S. 
Census Bureau, Louisiana has the third-lowest 
percentage of adults who hold bachelor’s degrees 
or higher (Kelderman, 2011).  
 
In an effort to reach graduation attainment goals, 
both increases in access and success in higher 
education have become paramount (Ewell, 2011).  
Several convergent forces are responsible for 
increased numbers of students using community 
colleges as their entry point to higher education.  
Among these are growing numbers of high school 
graduates, increased admission standards among 
many universities, demographic changes that are 
increasing the proportion of poor and minority 
students, and the rising cost of college tuition 
(National Center for Public Policy and Higher 
Education, 2003).  While the transfer of 
community college students to a university system 
is only one of the dimensions of transfer, it 
warrants priority consideration for several reasons.  
In 2006, 44 percent of all first-time freshmen 

began their postsecondary careers in community 
colleges (Poch & Wolverton, 2006).  There is 
insufficient data regarding the tracking of progress 
and success of transfer students.  The Commission 
on the Future of Higher Education, also known as 
the Spellings commission, cited that databases 
currently available for use in the calculation of 
graduation rates are inadequate (Cook & Pollaro, 
2010).  Due to the lack of a federal student record 
system that could track individual students’ 
academic career performance and the parameters 
held by the definition of graduation rates, a large 
sub-population of student data is absent from the 
institutional accountability conversation.   
 

Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework for this study expands 
upon Astin’s Input-Environment-Output (I-E-O) 
Model (Figure 1) by incorporating biological facets 
of institutional environments (Figure 2).  A review 
of educational literature indicated that the I-E-O 
model has been used by several researchers to 
examine the relationship among inputs, the 
environment, and outputs (Astin & Sax, 1998; 
Campbell & Blakey, 1996; House, 1999); however, 
no articles specifically addressed the use of this 
model to assess differences in environmental 
resources between native and transfer students in 
postsecondary institutions.  
 

 
 

 
  Figure 1. The I-E-O Model: Assessment for Excellence (Astin, A.; Copyright 1993) 
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  Figure 2. Higher Education I-E-O Model 
 
 
Input variables pertain to the qualities that students 
bring to the collegiate experience and possess at 
time of entry (Astin, 1991).  For this study, the 
distinguishing input characteristic of being native 
or transfer was primary, with gender, age, ethnic 
background, educational background and socio-
economic level studied as secondary input 
variables.   
 
The environmental construct was a complex 
dimension which could encompass several consti-
tuent parts.  The educational environment was 
described as having both academic and social 

components (Astin, 1993).  Literature on student 
involvement, support, retention, and student 
success is being linked to student engagement in 
both of these areas (Tinto, 1993).  Student involve-
ment is reflected in the amount of time and energy 
students devote to educational activities in addition 
to the quality of their efforts (Astin, 1984).  
Because energy expenditure is also reflective of 
biological models and critical to survival, effort was 
a consideration in the model.  Finally, the students’ 
perception of competition and cooperation in the 
environment was an additional environmental 
consideration.  Interactions with faculty and peers 
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were identified as an important environmental vari-
able that fosters student involvement with percep-
tions of competition or cooperation related to 
student satisfaction (Chrissman Ishler & Upcraft, 
2005). 
 
A common interpretation of “biological success” is 
associated with survival.  Using this lens of inter-
pretation, academic success may be associated with 
institutional terms such as persistence.  For the 
output construct of “success,” grades and student 
satisfaction were considered as representative of 
both a student’s progress, as well as his/her 
likelihood to persist in that environment.  Grades 
are an often-acknowledged standard of academic 
success (Astin, 1993).  Student satisfaction was 
measured as a result of Astin (1999) suggesting that 
no other outcome category should be given greater 
priority due to its positive influence on persistence 
and academic performance.  
 
Educational reform efforts have advocated inter-
disciplinary/integrative approaches as a means to 
connect disciplines and foster application of 
knowledge to real life situations.  Consultants, 
researchers, scientists, and organizational leaders 
are attempting to understand reality more clearly by 
embracing the holistic approach as they use 
approaches that are inspired by models, simula-
tions, and analogies (Ng, 2009).  Researchers 
suggest that there is a dearth of literature that 
incorporates biological models and higher 
education (Poch, 2003).  Leaders are challenged 
with exploring environments for unmet needs or 
underutilized resources and identifying how they 
are adequately serving readily identifiable segments 
of the population at the institutional level in order 
to create healthier situations (Smith, 1993).  
Researchers have suggested that using biological 
applications for organizational consideration is 
valid and useful and may offer deeper under-
standing of the organization (Sullivan, 1999).  
According to Lloyd and Maguire (2002), critical to 
the sustainability of an organization will be what 
the organization ultimately knows about itself and 
its environment rather than transient organizational 
structures or isolated processes. 
 

Methodology 
Limited studies have investigated the behaviors of 
sub-populations of students in a single environ-
ment (Irungu, 2010).  The study proposes to 
identify factors influencing successful student 
outcomes for transfer and native populations in a 
single, southern post-secondary institution.  The 
approach to the investigation is a mixed method 
sequential explanatory design guided by the 
following research questions: 
 

1. What are the differences in characteristics 
or traits between native and transfer 
student populations? 

2. What are the differences in environmental 
resource utilization, specifically academic 
and social, between native and transfer 
student populations? 

3. To what extent do native and transfer 
student populations differ in regard to 
academic effort? 

4. To what extent do native and transfer 
students express differences in perceptions 
of environmental competition and/or 
cooperation? 

5. To what extent do native and transfer 
students differ in regard to academic 
success, specifically defined as student 
satisfaction and earned grades? 

 
The study consisted of two phases.  Phase I was a 
quantitative investigation using student responses 
to the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE) conducted on the university campus in 
2010.  The data was disaggregated to examine 151 
community college transfer students and 695 native 
students.  Survey items were culled to investigate 
the constructs of environmental resources as well 
as student success.  Descriptive and inferential 
statistics were used to explore both differences in 
the populations as well as predictor variables 
related to success.  Phase II was a qualitative 
component consisting of focus groups (community 
college transfers and natives) conducted to 
interpret and analyze responses from students 
related to academic and social resources in the 
university environment, as well as their effort and 
perception of the environment. 
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The Results 
Phase I:  Regarding differences, the native and 
transfer populations were analyzed with both 
descriptive statistics as well as chi-square analysis 
of those results to explore differences.  The two 
populations were examined in regard to gender, 
age, ethnicity, father’s educational background, 
enrollment status, and campus residence.  No 
statistically significant differences were revealed 
between the two populations in regard to gender, 
ethnicity and father’s educational background.  
Three demographics — age, enrollment status and 
campus residence — indicated areas of significant 
difference (Tables 1–3). Supporting existing 
research, in regard to age, the transfer population 

was different (χ2 (5, N = 845) = 201.955, p = .000.) 
in regard to the number of “non-traditional” 
students with significantly less representation in the 
19 year old and less category and significantly 
greater representation of students in all of 24–55 
year old categories.  Additionally, enrollment status 
indicates a statistically significant difference (χ2 (1, 
N = 846) = 33.019, p = .000) in part-time enroll-
ment by the transfer population.  Interestingly, 
campus residence was also significantly different 
(χ2 (4, N = 833) = 26.936, p = .000) with the 
number of transfer students living in dormitories 
or other campus housing significantly under-
represented, indicative of a -3.5 standard residual. 

 
Table 1 

Phase II:  List of Themes and Sub-themes 
 

  Themes     Sub-Themes 
1.  Academic Resources    Tangible resources on campus 
       SE101 
       Online courses 
 
2.  Social Resources     Information provided by institution 
       Institutional encouragement 
       Athletics 
 
3.  Perceptions of Competition/Cooperation  Among faculty 
       Among staff 
       Among classmates 
       On campus generally 
 
4.  Effort      Enrollment 
       Information 
       Academic rigor 
 
5.  Academic Career Reflections   Institutional impression 
       Barriers to success 
 
6.  Notable Student Reflections   Cleanliness 
       Safety 
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Table 2 
Demographic: Age 

 
Age Category * Transfer or Native Crosstabulation 

 
 Transfer or Native Total 

Transfer Native 

Age Category 

19 or younger 
Count 19.0 351.0 370.0 
Expected Count 66.1 303.9 370.0 
Std. Residual -5.8 2.7  

20–23 
Count 39.0 253.0 292.0 
Expected Count 52.2 239.8 292.0 
Std. Residual -1.8 .9  

24–29 
Count 40.0 62.0 102.0 
Expected Count 18.2 83.8 102.0 
Std. Residual 5.1 -2.4  

30–39 
Count 29.0 14.0 43.0 
Expected Count 7.7 35.3 43.0 
Std. Residual 7.7 -3.6  

40–55 
Count 23.0 13.0 36.0 
Expected Count 6.4 29.6 36.0 
Std. Residual 6.5 -3.0  

Over 55 
Count 1.0 1.0 2.0 
Expected Count .4 1.6 2.0 
Std. Residual 1.1 -.5  

Total Count 151.0 694.0 845.0 
Expected Count 151.0 694.0 845.0 

 
 

Table 3 
Demographic: Enrollment Status 

 
Enrollment Status * Transfer or Native Crosstabulation 
 
 Transfer or Native Total 

Transfer Native 

Institution reported: 
Enrollment Status 

Part-time 
Count 31.0 42.0 73.0 
Expected Count 13.0 60.0 73.0 
Std. Residual 5.0 -2.3  

Full-time 
Count 120.0 653.0 773.0 
Expected Count 138.0 635.0 773.0 
Std. Residual -1.5 .7  

Total Count 151.0 695.0 846.0 
Expected Count 151.0 695.0 846.0 
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A regression model was developed to assess 
relationships between the inputs, native or transfer, 
in regard to resource utilization within the 
environment (E) and student success (O).  The 
academic, social, effort, and environmental percep-
tion dimensions were measured in the environ-
mental construct.  Of particular interest, the model 
indicated that within the academic construct, the 
sub-score for instructional engagement indicated 
that natives showed significantly greater engage-
ment than transfers (p = .002).  In the social 
construct, the transfer students demonstrated a 
significant difference in regard to the perisocial 
subscale (p = .003) which measured student 
inclusiveness.  The model indicated no difference 
in perceptions of competition or cooperation 
between the two groups.  
 
Phase II represents the results of two focus group 
sessions designed to explore factors related to the 
input, environmental and output constructs.  
Group 1 consisted of 8 Native students while 
Group 2 consisted of 6 Transfer students.  Each 
session lasted approximately 60 minutes.  The 
sessions were digitally recorded, transcribed, 
compared, coded, and analyzed.  Themes and Sub-
themes were identified as illustrated in Table 1.  
These sub-themes correlate with the NSSE 
instrument survey items, and revealed additional 
information specific to interpretation and the 
university.  Specifically, the focus of the survey was 
to understand the characteristics and behaviors of 
undergraduate students and the resources that 
institutions are providing to channel student 
energies to these activities (National Survey of 
Student Engagement, n.d.).  One area of particular 
interest was made evident in regard to social 
resources.  While the native group complained that 
they would appreciate having more social activities, 
the transfer group identified numerous social 
functions and applauded the social campus 
experience.  The two groups were clearly divided as 
to their perceptions of how well the university 
engaged students socially with members of the 
native group indicating that the university could 
“certainly do more” and arguing a lack of 
communication by saying that “maybe they do a lot 
of things but people just don’t know about it.”  By 

contrast, the transfer population voiced collectively 
that they felt they were encouraged to engage 
socially.  One student stated that although their 
community college was “small town,” she felt more 
socially engaged at the university.  Another student 
stated that at his community college, there was “no 
social anything” and that at the university he 
observed there were “posters and flyers all over the 
hallways and always something going on.”  He 
went on to state that “here they want you involved 
in everything.  I feel like I’ve gotten a 180 degree 
turn because I did nothing at (community college).  
I went to school. I went to work. I went home. 
Never anything social.”  This information provides 
a rich layer to preliminary statistical findings that 
indicate that the statistically different resource 
utilization lies in the social construct, whereby 
transfer students more actively sought out and 
recognized campus social activities. 
 
A second particular area of interest pertains to the 
exploration of “Effort”.  It is notable that when 
probed, a variety of topics developed where effort 
was generalized to many different university 
aspects such as academic rigor, enrollment 
procedures, social events, information and 
technology.  Three subscales were identified from 
the NSSE student surveys to reflect effort:  
Documentation (to reflect writing assignments), 
Challenge (to reflect academic rigor), and Study 
Time (to reflect effort off campus).  Tied to the 
statistical findings, the qualitative phase revealed 
that “effort” had many facets in regard to student 
interpretation and may require further clarity and 
definition in survey analysis.  Transfer students 
voiced that university coursework was perceived as 
more challenging.  One student reported that he 
felt that he had to “put forth a lot more effort” at 
the university.  In comparison to community 
college coursework, one student stated: 
 

A lot of courses were just memorization and 
regurgitation.  In classes here, you are more 
free to talk about things.  Instead of do this 
and follow these steps, it’s like this is the idea 
behind it and this is what we are going toward.  
I like that the classes here are more structured 
around the Socratic method and you talk about 
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things.  It’s not like you’re just learning 
something, it’s like they want you to make the 
steps in learning and make the connections.  
It’s like they put more emphasis on abstract 
thought. 

 
This was supported by statistical findings in the 
linear regression model where students’ responses 
regarding the effort required to meet expectations 
at the institution were measured.  When the effort 
construct was added, only one dimension of effort, 
“Challenge,” showed a difference between the 
transfer population (M = 5.78) and the native 
population (M = 5.67). 
 

Discussion 
The researcher in this study investigated 
differences in the community college transfer 
population and the native population within a 
single postsecondary institution.  After analyzing 
the data, the researcher concluded that the two 
populations were significantly different in regard to 
three demographics: age, enrollment status and 
campus residence.  The researcher sought to gauge 
the success of community college transfers and 
explore whether resource utilization by this sub-
population is being effective.  In regard to resource 
utilization, initial findings revealed that transfer 
students are not significantly different in utilizing 
resources, demonstrating effort, or in their 
perception of the university environment.   
 
Findings revealed no statistically significant 
differences in regard to the output measure of 
“success”.  The results of a multiple linear 
regression indicated no statistically significant 
difference in regard to satisfaction, (t = -.046, p = 
.646) which was confirmed by a Chi square 
analysis, χ2 (52, N = 845) = 70.13, p = .05).  
Differences in earned grades were explored using a 
MANOVA and the results indicated no statistically 
significant differences between the transfer and 
native population, Wilk’s λ= .985 (F = .68; df = 18, 
1626, p = .838).  This finding implies that a 
substantial sub-population of students are being 
successful in the university environment, but are 
not contributing to actual metrics such as 
graduation rates which ultimately yields an 

inaccurate analysis of institutional performance in 
that regard. 
 

Conclusion 
Assessment of institutional effectiveness has 
recently swayed toward accountability focusing on 
graduation rates.  Yet, a loss of data exists as a 
growing number of students who enter the higher 
education pipeline via community colleges are not 
considered in this formula.  Sustainability is a key-
word pertaining to both biological environments 
and organizational institutions. Understanding 
resource utilization in an environment is imperative 
in identifying where investments should be made.  
This study identified notable differences in the area 
of the social domain that deserve consideration. 
The fact that the transfer population tends to be 
older students, enrolled part-time and living off-
campus supports limited opportunities for social 
engagement.  The recommendation to invest in 
opportunities for social collaboration and engage-
ment to enhance campus involvement is para-
mount.  The predictive pay-off toward this invest-
ment would yield higher success rates for students, 
translating into appropriately utilized resources and 
implications toward greater institutional effective-
ness in regard to accountability metrics. 
 
The results of the study have implications for 
planning by leaders in higher education.  Foremost, 
with accountability being paramount in higher 
education today, it is essential to understand the 
performance of all students availing themselves of 
campus resources.  Graduation rates have become 
an easily recognizable depiction of institutional 
effectiveness.  However, this study supports the 
idea that measuring institutional effectiveness by 
this metric would fail to account for the success of 
the significant sub-population of transfer students. 
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