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ABSTRACT
MIDDLE-LEVEL LEADERS PERCEPTIONS OF ACCOUNTABILITY
by Deena Cousar Brown

August 2008

The purpose of this study was to identify the perceptions of middle-level
principals personal and school accountability, their perceptions of beliefs and
competencies that influence improvement in student achievement and accomplishment of
accountability, and their perceptions regarding the adequacy of professional development
and preparation for middle-level principals that affect their ability to improve student
achievement and perform their leadership role in an increased accountability
environment. This study specifically examined differences in the perceptions of middle-
level principals’ accountability based on socio-economics of the school, the number of
years of administrative experience, and previous middle-level teaching experience.

The findings of this study indicated that middle-level leaders attending the
National Middle School Association Annual Conference are supportive of being held
personally accountable for student achievement in their schools and that they hold
competencies and beliefs identified in research to have a positive impact on student
achievement. The findings also indicated that middle-level leaders lack confidence in
federal mandates currently used to create the desired student achievement improvements
and they have some concerns with the effect accountability is having on themselves and
their schools particularly in regards to unreasonable mandate expectations, lack of

funding, over-testing, and the narrow focus of accountability mandates. In addition,

ii
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middle-level leaders indicated a need for more focused professional development in order
to have a greater impact on the achievement of all students in their schools.

Results of the Middle-Level Principal Accountability Questionnaire found one
significant finding. This was for the difference between principals with fewer than five
years of administrative experience and those with more than five years of administrative

experience.

111
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CHAPTER ]
INTRODUCTION
If our country fails in its responsibility to educate every child, we’re likely to fail in many
other areas. But if we succeed in educating our youth, many other successes will follow
throughout our country and in the lives of our citizens.
George W. Bush

Educational institutions are complex microcosms of the society in which we live
(Heifetz, 1994). As pressure to compete on a global level increased in the United States,
the call for greater school accountability found a receptive national audience (Lashway,
1999). Across the U.S., school officials have been asked to furnish evidence that students
are attaining minimal standards, and a system of accountability for student achievement
is in place. Motivated by political, business, and public demands for higher standards and
greater measurable student achievement in schools, states have responded with various
accountability systems and methods of holding schools responsible for the academic
achievement of all students (Lashway, 2003). Although recent gains have been noted,
policy makers have been particularly concerned about the middle grades due to low
performance and decreased academic achievement on many state, national, and
international tests (Illinois State Board of Education, 2002; U.S. Department of
Education, 2001). Jackson and Davis (2000) assert “no single individual is more
important to initiating and sustaining improvement in middle grades students’
performance than the school principal” (p. 157).

This study examined the perceptions of middle-level principals regarding

accountability and determined if there was a statistically significant difference regarding
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principal accountability perceptions based on the socio-economic status of the school,
years of administrative experience, and prior experience at the middle level. This study
explored the perceptions, competencies, and professional development needs of middle-
level principals as they encounter local, state, and national accountability issues. By
examining the perceptions of accountability of middle-level principals, this study was
intended to infoﬁn state, district, and post-secondary principal preparation programs
regarding the professional development needs of middle-level principals.

This section provides a brief introduction to some of the primary challenges
facing middle-level principals striving to improve student achievement in the United
States. The next section describes the background and overview of the study and the
research methodology, including research questions, and the conceptual and
methodological design. The chapter concludes with the significance of the study and a
brief summary.

Challenges

The American education reform movement has used the term “accountability” to
describe a system, process, or model designed to improve the quality of education and
hold students, educators, and schools responsible for academic performance (Elmore,
2002). Educational accountability has generated additional standardized testing and
higher standards for students (Sack, 2000). Some educators assert that, for educators, it
means a narrowing of curriculum; teaching for tests; a loss of curriculum exploration and
programs; rewards for positive tests results; sanctions for poor test results; public
scrutiny; and job security (Goertz, 2000; Lashway, 1999; Magee, 2000: Nichols, Glass, &

Berliner, 2006). However, Littleton (2000) and Duffy (2001) observed that a flaw of
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educational reform systems is a lack of clear definition of what accountability means.
Duffy (2001) also noted that across 50 states, 50 variations of educational accountability

have been proposed and implemented.

Educational accountability has also been defined as “schools and school systems
being held accountable for their contributions to student learning” (Elmore, 2000, p. 4)
Elmore observed that this definition carries an expectation that evidence is gathered from
“evaluations of teaching and student performance to improve teaching and learning, and
ultimately, to allocate rewards and sanctions” (p. 4). States who have achieved a
modicum of success in defining systems of accountability provide clarification to
teachers and principals for the achievement of student outcomes. Nonetheless,
achievement of desired outcomes, and providing formal consequences when those
outcomes are not met still present difficulties for these systems (Goertz, 2000).

As states developed and began to implement accountability systems in schools,
Salazar (2001) observed that the success of accountability and school improvement
efforts relied substantially on the leadership skills of the principal. Fullan (2003)
emphasized that the role of the school principal was crucial to the success of obtaining
positive educational accountability results in schools. As a result, new and increased
responsibilities and additional pressure have been placed on principals to assure the
success of accountability implementation and improved student outcomes (Lane, 2000).

According to Abelman and Elmore, schools best prepared to respond are those with
strong principals willing to nurture and develop a common vision (as cited in Lashway,

1999).
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School administrators are facing new roles, communities are expecting more from
schools, and the demands for increased student achievement challenge the usual practices
of developing school leaders (Lashway, 2003). With accountability for results at the
forefront of the nation’s education agenda, much attention and pressure is focused on
those serving in the capacity of school principal. The public outcry for greater
accountability has put pressure on principals to provide evidence of raised levels of
student performance and achievement. The duties of the 21* century school administrator
have expanded beyond the daily management of “bonds, budgets, buses, and buildings™
to one of “collaboration, communication, connection, child advocacy and community
building” (Houston, 2001, p. 431).

Increased interest in educational accountability prompted various studies related
to effective schools and effective leadership in schools (Darling-Hammond, 1997; Davis,
2001; Gibson, 2002; Goodlad, 1999; Mitchell-Lee, 2001; Petzko, 2005; Rouk, 2000,
Schulte, 2000; Truitt, 2002, Valentine, Clark, Hackmann, & Petzko, 2004). The attention
given to school effectiveness has placed emphasis on principal leadership skills and
behaviors associated with increasing student achievement. Several studies report that
successful educational reform and school improvement depend on the vision and
leadership of the principal (Gibson, 2002; Rickel, 2002; Salazar, 2001; Truitt, 2002).

Research has shown that principals’ perceptions toward accountability and
improving student achievement are positively associated with improvement in student
achievement in schools (Epps, 2002; Herzberg, 1984; McCreary, 2002; Rickel, 2002;
Truitt, 2002). Lane (2000) observed that principal perception of accountability for student

achievement affects teacher performance and consequently, student achievement.
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Furthermore, the principals’ competencies, perceptions, and actions to improve student
achievement have been positively correlated to student outcome gains (Anfara, Roney,
Smarkola, DuCette, & Gross, 2006; Epps, 2002; Gibson, 2002; Herzberg, 1984).
Research has also shown that teachers in high-performing schools positively associated
their principals’ leadership perceptions to high student achievement, while those in low-
performing schools identified their principals’ perceptions as a cause a low achievement
(Knezek, 2001; Rickel, 2002; Truitt, 2002).

Since the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the overall accountability
systems for many states have had to be revised in order to implement definitive
accountability measures for districts and schools (Sunderman et al., 2006). NCLB is
based on the assumption that external accountability and the levying of sanctions will
force schools to improve and motivate teachers to change their instructional practices,
resulting in better school performance (The Education Trust, 2003). There are significant
variances among states in regards to holding teachers and principals accountable for the
education of students, especially regarding the use of rewards and sanctions based on
student achievement (Gleason, 2000; NAESP, 1999; Sandham, 2001a). Primary obstacles
in creating blueprints that will appropriately reward and sanction educators are
accounting for a multitude of external variables to the school environment- such as
student socio-economic status, access to education, and parent support which have a

direct effect on student achievement, but are not controlled by educators (Cuban, 2001;

Darling-Hammond, 1994; Kohn, 2000; Sacks, 2000).
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Statement of the Problem

The passing of No Child Left Behind and state educational accountability systems
have placed middle-level principals in a critical role of ensuring that improvement in
student achievement occurs. When evaluating the effectiveness of middle-level
leadership, it is important to consider (1) principal perceptions of personal and school
accountability for student achievement, (2) principal perceptions regarding improving
student achievement, (3) principal confidence of competencies for accomplishing
accountability mandates and (4) the adequacy of the professional development activities
and preparation essential to accomplishing the mandates for improvement in the
academic achievement of all children.

If a middle-level principal does not have a clear understanding of their personal
accountability, are committed to improving student achievement, exude competence as a
school leader, and are cognizant of the professional development needs related to
performing in the present educational accountability environment, then, a trial-and-error
approach to improvement occurs.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to identify the perceptions of middle-level
principals personal and school accountability, their perceptions and competencies that
influence improvement in student achievement and accomplishment of accountability,
and their perceptions regarding the adequacy of professional development and
preparation for middle-level principals that affect their ability to improve student

achievement and perform their leadership role in an increased accountability
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environment. In addition, the study sought to learn if there were differences in the
perceptioﬁs of middle-level principals based on personal and school demographics.
Research Questions

The following research questions guided this study:

1. What are middle-level principals' perceptions of personal accountability for
student achievement in their schools?

2. What are middle-level principals' perceptions of educational accountability?

3. What are middle-level principals' perceptions of their competencies for
successful implementation and accomplishment of accountability mandates
for improved student achievement?

4. 1Is there a statistically significant difference between middle-level principals’
perceptions of personal and educational accountability that work in Title I-
funded schools to those who work in non-Title I-funded schools?

5. Is there a statistically significant difference between the perceptions of
personal and educational accountability of middle-level principals with five or
more years of administrative experience to those with fewer years of
administrative experience?

6. Is there a statistically significant difference between middle-level principals’
perceptions of personal and educational accountability with previous middle-
level experience to those who do not have previous middle-level experience?

7. What are middle-level principals' perceptions regarding their university
principal preparation programs and district preparation for accountability

mandates.
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8. Are middle-level principals’ concerned about No Child Left Behind and
professional development needed to help principals meet accountability
mandates?

Definitions of Key Terms

Accountability system, a state or district-definition of components used to form a

system of accounting for the education of students within a state or district. An
accountability system establishes statewide testing, means of measuring student
achievement, common standards, and potential rewards and sanctions for student
achievement of standards (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).

Adequacy, for the purpose of this study, is defined as the perceived quality of
being able to meet state and national accountability objectives.

Competence is defined as th¢ state or quality of being adequately prepared or
well qualified. It also means having a specific range of skill, knowledge, or ability. In
middle-level education it means possessing sufficient knowledge of middle school best
practices (NMSA, 2003).

Educational accountability has been defined as “schools and school systems being

held accountable for their contributions to student learning” (Elmore, 2000, p. 4).

Middle-level leader, for the purpose of this study, is synonymous with middle-

level and middle school principal.

Middle School Concept is a collection of recommendations found in Turning

Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21" Century (Carnegie Council on Adolescent

Development, 1989) that include: creating communities for learning, teaching a core of
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common knowledge, ensuring success for all students, empowering teachers and
administrators, preparing teachers for the middle-level experience.

Personal Accountability is an obligation or willingness to accept responsibility or

to account for one’s actions; answering to a higher authority for one’s actions or lack
thereof (Anfara et al., 2000).

Socio-Economics, for the purpose of this study, is defined as the level of income

of families attending a school, usually based on the number of students receiving free or
reduced lunches. When the number of students receiving this service reaches a certain
point, the state will declare the school as a Title I school, which qualifies the school for
additional income from the state that is generally used to provide additional classroom
support/assistance and technology.

Delimitations

1. The study was limited to middle-level principals who attend the 2006 National
Middle School Association Annual Conference.

2. Special schools, charter schools, private schools, and alternative schools were
not included in the study because of the various differences in setting,
structure, and goals each institute seeks to achieve with students.

3. The study was limited to the information acquired from the literature review
and survey instrument.

4. The results are limited in accuracy by the reported perceptions of the

respondents completing the survey.
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Assumptions
1. The respondents surveyed understood the scope of the study, the language of
the instrument, and responded objectively and honestly.
2. The knowledge of survey respondents with regard to middle school best
practices varied based on formalized training, preparation, and/or experience.
Significance of Study
Tirozzi, stated, “Our education system is not a masterpiece, though we have the
collective skills to make it so; it is a continual work in progress, respecting the reality that
children learn in different ways” (p. 434). The national spotlight is on educational
accountability and the pressure is focused on those serving in the capacity of school
principal. Lashway (1999) suggested that the role of the principal has changed in the last
decade to include a greater focus on teaching and learning, professional development,
data-driven decision making, and accountability. Within a middle school environment,
the competencies of the principal become even more critical due to the unique
requirements of educating middle grades students. (Clark & Clark, 2002a) The middle
school concept is an integrated approach that seeks to be supportive of the affective needs
of young adolescents while providing for a rigorous academic program (Clark & Clark,
1994; Elmore, 2000; Lipitz, Mizell, Jackson, & Austin, 1997). Due to continued pressure
for increased levels of student achievement, middle-level principals are challenged to find

more effective ways to lead and to organize their schools for learning (Barth, 1990, 2002;

Clark & Clark, 1994; Jackson & Davis, 2000).
Over the past 30 years there has been numerous discussions and debate in

educational literature regarding effective schools and accountability for measurable
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student achievement. According to Clark and Clark (2006), the way accountability is
interpreted and applied by school leaders determines how successful middle-level
programs are supported.

Under the accountability structure of No Child Left Behind, states are required to
test all students in grades 3-8 on a yearly basis. This testing, which was scheduled to
begin in Spring 2006 (Education Commission of the States, 2002), places a significant
burden on the schools. Especially middle-level schools.

America’s middle schools have a problem. Like elementary and high schools,

they must meet a barrage of new requirements as the result of the federal No

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). But NCLB treats middle schools like high

schools some of the time, like elementary schools at other times, and lets

individual states determine their status in some situations... mandates [are]

anything but clear. (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2003, p. 3).

School administrators are conscious of the pressures of changing social, political
and professional expectations. The challenge for school and district office administrators
is meeting the social and professional demands created by increased professional
accountability and expanded administrative responsibility--without losing sight of the
need to meet the needs of children and protect their best interests. Leadership
development must be incorporated i‘n the overall process of educational governance in a
school district. There are minimal examples of documented leadership development
processes in school districts and even fewer examples regarding middle-level leadership.

Normore (2004) concludes that there is a need for research that clearly conveys the links
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between leadership development and more generalized school district leadership
practices. According to Normore (p. 75),

Leadership development cannot be treated as a lone concept in isolation, but

rather as a component of organizational governance and procedural structures

within a school district whereby clear expectations and limitations are set in terms
of followers' perceptions, actions, attitudes and abilities.” -

In regards to accountability, there is a noticeable gap between the perceptions of
academics and educational practitioners. When comparing accountability
“conceptualizations” amongst several key education practitioners a broad range of
interpretations and ideologies are evident. Individuals often associate accountability with
performance appraisal, report cards, and site plans rather than some sort of “rationalized
and integrated” school district process (Kogan, 1996; Leithwood, 1999; Leithwood and
Earl, 2000; & Wagner, 1989). Current academic notions on accountability may not be
filtering down to the perceptions of school administrators. Furthermore, it appears that
much of what passes for accountability-oriented school reform is driven more by what
might be considered ideal rather than empirical evidence. (Clark & Clark, 2002b;
Normore, 2004).

Middle schools were selected for this study because the pressures of
accountability inherent in NCLB and other state accountability mandates potentially have
the greatest impact on middle-level leadership and practice due to mandatory testing of
all student grades 3-8, which impacts all middle school grades (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2003). Additionally, the focus on the academic performance of middle school

students as measured by standardized test appears to contradict the middle-level concept,
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“the focus on meeting the unique development needs of young adolescents who are
undergoing tremendous cognitive, emotional, physical, and social changes” (Valentine et
al., 2004, p.1).

By identifying specific middle-level principal perceptions relative to educational
accountability and areas where professional development should be focused, this study
strives to make a contribution towards ongoing research in the area of the middle-level
principalship. This study offers valuable feedback to middle-level principals and policy
makers on principal perceptions, competencies, and professional development needed to
improve student achievement in middle-level schools.

Summary

Historically, principal accountability involved a managerial approach to
governing the day-to-day operation of the school. The emphasis has shifted from
accountability for resource management to accountability for outcomes or student
achievement (Elmore & Fuhrman, 2001). School leaders must operate under a new
definition of leadership that encompasses greater roles and responsibilities. Fullan (2003,
p. 22), stated that,

The principalship is the only role strategically placed to mediate the tensions of

local and state forces in a way that gets problems solved. Thus, the solution is to

acknowledge the extreme importance of the principalship, clarifying the power
and nature of the principals’ role, and invest in developing the capacity of
principals’ in numbers to act as chief operating officers.

Increased demands for accountability and school efficiency have placed new

emphasis on school leadership perceptions, competencies, and professional development
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associated with improving student achievement. As states develop and implement
accountability in schools the success of school improvement efforts hinge on the

leadership of the school principal.
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CHAPTER I
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
This chapter provides an overview of literature related to educational
accountability in the United States. This chapter includes a description of literature that
attempts to define what “educational accountability” means and is followed by a
historical overview of educational accountability in the United States. Elements of
accountability systems have been included to provide background on the fundamentals
commonly found in most state accountability systems. This chapter also includes a
description of pressures associated with increased accountability and a synopsis of
middle-level education accountability. The chapter concludes with a review of literature
related to the school principals’ role in regards to accountability.
Educational Accountability
Earl (1998) defines accountability as ““a slippery concept that is both emotional

and judgmental — it means being responsible or obligated to report and to justify one’s
actions to those who are entitled to the information (p. 186). According to Connellan
(2003), accountability can motivate (as well as intimidate) and create ownership of
organization goals. Connellan observed that mediocrity and a lack of accomplishment
within organizations could be directly linked to a lack of accountability by individuals.
The first step in achieving and accomplishing goals is to assign accountability to people,
“that’s what you want people to be accountable for — reaching goals,” noted Connellan
(p. 32).

~ Educational accountability cannot be achieved without clear goals and standards

(Ladd, 1996). According to Normore (2004), successful accountability systems are
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enhanced if the purposes, intentions, roles and expectations are clearly defined and
understood from the very beginning.

When it comes to student achievement in school, years of debate have created a
lack of clarity and explicitness on what it means to be educationally accountable (Finn,
Petrilli, & Vanourek, 1998a; Littleton, 2000). The result of limited consensus has
produced various theories, programs, reformations, and systems in an effort to resolve
declines in student achievement throughout public schools in the United States (Littleton,
2000; McNeil, 2000a; NASSP, 2002a). Some reforms have resulted in improved student
achievement; others have created set-backs (Achieve Incorporated, 2001a; Darling-
Hammond, 1994; Johnston, 2000; Pogrow, 1996; Rouk, 2000).

The assumption of responsibility and liability for actions appears lost in perpetual
debates over educational standards and test scores. Littleton (2000) noted that a flaw in
educational reform efforts in America is providing a clear definition of what
accountability means. It has been suggested that educational accountability be defined
broadly, holistically recognizing a complexity of issues, and be developed locally, in
order to prevent it from simply becoming “scorekeeping” (Christensen, 2000). In a broad
sense, educational accountability has been defined as a policy mechanism, which informs
the public about the processes and progress accomplished by schools in their
communities, districts and states. Levin (1974) also advised that understanding the
various constituencies, differing goals from those constituencies, political context, and
desired outcomes should be used in understanding and defining accountability as it

relates to education. Umphrey (2000) also noted, “[Educational] accountability connotes
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