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While research has shown that American public
schools are among the best in the world (Berliner &
Biddle, 1995), today's public school system has unfortunately not lived up to the promise of providing equal access
for all students. Despite the large socioeconomic advances
that ethnic and linguistic minorities have made in American society, there is still a wide gap in their educational attainment and achievement compared to European Americans (Brooks-Gunn&Duncan, 1997). Many intervention
strategies have been proposed to improve minority student
outcomes, particularly at underserved schools. This study
investigates the relationship between principals' leadership and efforts to support improved achievement in high
performing, low-income, minority schools. Specifically, this
work gives voice to three principals' perceptions of teacher
characteristics and professional development opportunities
that sustain elevated levels of student achievement in their
individual schools.

Methods
This study aims to answer one central question: \rVhat
practices are promoted by principals of high performing,
low-income, minority schools to maintain exceptional
teacher quality and instruction? In answering this question, this study will also address principals' conceptions of
good teaching and assessment of teacher quality, teacher
characteristics that are the most valued by principals, and
how professional development is used to support and
enhance teacher quality at these high-performing schools.
This research serves not to uncover or confirm the ills of
the educational system; rather, the aim is to gain a better
understanding of what works, with the hope of contributing to the transformation of successful schools.
Case study methodology is best suited to look at the
specific actions within and across the contexts of the teaching and learning environment (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 1994).
The use of this research method allowed the researcher to
examine administrators' perspectives of the phenomenon
as it played out in the school context. A methodological
strength initiating from case study research design is using
multiple sites and sources to triangulate findings (Patton,
1987).

Institutional Sites
The three schools that are the focus of this study were
selected using information from the "Dispelling the Myth"
database constructed by Education Trust. The database
houses test score statistics, school characteristics, and contact information that were taken from the Common Core
of Data (CCD), maintained by the National Center of
E ducation Statistics. The researcher searched the database

for schools where the black/Latino population was over 50
percent, at least 50 percent of the student population qualified on free or reduced lunch, and performed in the top 25
percent of schools in California on the 2003 CAT- 6 test in
reading and mathematics.
Only three schools met the qualifications: Rancho
Sierra Elementary, Collier Elementary, and Shaw Elementary Schools (see Table 1 for school demographics). The
principals at these schools were contacted by phone, and all
agreed to participate in the study. Pseudonyms were used to
maintain the anonymity of the sites and the participants.

Case 1: Rancho Sierra Elementary
This school is located in a large, urban school district
in Los Angeles County. It serves 622 children in grades
K-5. Rancho Sierra School is unique in that it has two
distinct programs on the same site. One half of the school
is a magnet program that educates gifted and high-achieving students; the other half is a Title I program that serves
low-income students from the downtown section of the
city. The school's API score for 2003 was 897, while the
median score for similar schools is 769.
Ms. Garnett had been principal of Rancho Sierra
School for six years. It was her first assignment as principal;
however, she had been in education for over 25 years. Prior
to becoming a school leader, Ms. Garnett was both a classroom teacher and an instruction coordinator in a number
of subject areas, most notably mathematics.

Case 2: Collier Elementary
This school is located in a large, urban school district
in San Diego County. Collier Elementary is a small school
that serves children who live in a depressed military town.
While school enrollment in most schools in California has
increased over the years, it has decreased at Collier Elementary. It serves 290 children in grades PK-4. The API
score for 2003 was 81 7, while the median score for similar
schools is 693.
The principal at Collier Elementary was Ms. Divac,
who had been principal for six years. Before that she was
vice-principal of another local school. She is originally
from Florida, where she taught for a number of years
before moving to California. Like Ms. Garnett, Ms. Divac
was a classroom teacher. She was also a resource specialist
for children with learning disabilities before transitioning
into administration. She is the one and only administrator
at Collier.

Case 3: Shaw Elementary
This school is located on the fringe of a large city in
a medium-s.ized urban district in Los Angeles County.
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It serves 827 children in grades K-5 on a multi-track
year round school calendar. To facilitate the high student
enrollment, Shaw Elementary is on a multi-track system.
Of the three schools selected for this study, Shaw Elementary is the least diverse; the student body is predominantly
African American and L atino, and Shaw has the highest
percentage of poor students. The API score for 2003 was
795, while the median score for similar schools is 653.
1hc principal at Shaw Elementary was Mrs. Cooper.
Mrs. Cooper had been the principal of Shaw E lementary
for four years. It was also her first principalship. Before
corning to Shaw Elementary, Mrs. Cooper had been an
assistant principal and had a variety of work experiences in
her current district. She was a literacy coordinator and organized teacher training sessions throughout the district. She
was also a T itle I coordinator at both the district and school
site levels. However, like her tvvo counterparts, ~1rs . Cooper
began her career in education as a classroom teacher.

II
I

earth the themes present in the data. C onceptually ordered
matrices were developed from the data. This approach
allowed for the systematic development of themes that
were then substantiated by comparisons across cases. The
researcher transcribed the interviews and observations and
then scanned them by hand for themes using microanalysis
or "line-by-line" coding (see Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

F indings/Interpretations
A thorough examination of the data revealed that despite the fact that the three principals operate in very distinct contexts, they share certain experiences and practices
that they perceive as being related to their schools' success
in educating their high-minority student populations.
Three themes related to this study's core research questions
emerged from the data, and are displayed in Table 2.
TABLE

Data Collection

2

Presentation of the Data

"fl1fee forms of data on the above schools were collected. First, the researcher went on site visits, spending one
day at each of the case study sites in order to paint an accurate and detailed depiction of the school context. Secondly,
individual interviews were conducted with each principal
at their school site. Semi-structured interview protocols
were employed to frame the conversations between the
researcher and participant. The interviews were two to three
hours long. All interviews were tape recorded with participants' permission and later transcribed and coded. Finally,
data regarding student achievement was collected and u~ed
to make decisions about site selection and to triangulate
details given by participants.

Themes that Emerged
from the Principals'
Experiences

Areas of Exploration

H iring Qyality
Teachers

• Desired personal
characteristics
• Desired professional
characteristics

Staff Development
of Teachers

• District training
• Site-based staff
development
• Challenges

Data Analvsis
To analyze the data collected, a method of cross-case
analysis (Miles & H uberman, 1994) was selected to un-

I

II

Bevond Instrnctional
Leadership

I

I • Teacher supervision
• Unilateral decision-making
• Teacher support and
retention

I
I
i
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The schools in this study all serve low-income children
of color; however, they differ in size and design. Rancho
Sierra is actually two schools on the same site; a magnet
and a regular school. The principal is free to implement
the curriculum of her choice. Then there is Collier, a small
school that has a very unstable student population due to
surrounding construction and the mobility of its military
population. Collier is constrained by its district to focus
on language arts and mathematics. While Shaw, the third
school, is large, operates on four different school calendars,
and is obligated to implement district curricular mandates
in language arts and mathematics.
Despite these differences, however, the principals have
a few common traits. First, each participant was a first-time
principal, each holding her position for between four and
six years. It was noted that all three women had a variety
of work experiences prior to taking their leadership positions. They were subj ect area coordinators and coaches.
They provided professional development and teacher
support services. They were also classroom teachers. This
would suggest that they were all well prepared to take
on the responsibility of being the instructional leader
for their school (Murphy, 1988). Lastly, all three principals mentioned the use of state content standards and
student achievement data in shaping the instructional
practices of their teachers (Carter, 2000). This supports
research findings that suggest principals of high quality
schools create or adopt specific goals and work toward
motivating the school staff to attain those goals (Carter;
Marks & Printy, 2003)

.[

The principals declared that reflective
teachers took ownership of the quality of
instruction in their class, were better able
to meet students' needs, and could identify
areas in their practice that required
assistance from others.
This study uncovered two types of teacher characteristics that were valued by the principals and perceived as
being linked to improved school performance and student
outcomes: personal and professional traits. First, personal
traits are innate and are tied to personality. One principal
expressed that she looked for people who are "passionate
about learning." In order to be successful in an impoverished school, teach ers have to be committed to the work
and enjoy the children. Another trait that emerged from
the data is reflection as a tool for shaping instruction
(Grossman, Weinburg, & Woolworth, 2001). Reflection
was used in numerous ways to promote sound practice. The
principals declared that reflective teachers took ownership
of the quality of instruction in their class, were better able
to meet students' needs, and could identify areas in their

practice that required assistance fro m others. Incorporating students' background knowledge to foster interest and
excitement in learning was also indicated as an important
element in educating underserved students. The most
unexpected opinions came from Mrs. Cooper regarding
personal traits. Again, Mrs. Cooper's school is the most
restricted in terms of curriculum and hiring. However, she
cited ethnicity and gender as traits that warrant consideration. She illuminated the need for African American
men in education, especially in elementary education. It is
important for children of color to have positive male role
models and unfortunately there were no African American
men and only three Latinos on staff out of 93 teachers at
the schools used in this study. Sadly, Mrs. Cooper suggested that young people are not encouraged to teach.

The principals admitted that at times
veteran teachers have adopted poor
teaching strategies that do not benefit
their children, while new teachers were
malleable and could be trained in the best
practices for their students.
Professional traits are tied to the elements associated
with teaching. The most obvious trait was content knowledge, and it was highly appreciated by these principals. The
literature reviewed for this study pointed out the importance of knowing the subject matter in order to organize
and prepare lessons in ways that are meaningful to the
students (Shulman, 1986). The professional traits most
worthy of note that arose from the data were credential
status and experience. Darling-Hammpnd (1999) suggests
that impoverished minority schools are more likely to have
teachers who are not credentialed. The majority of teachers working at the schools featured in this study were fully
credentialed, supporting Darling-Hammond's other finding that credential status influences high student achievement, especially at low-resourced schools. With this in
mind, two of the principals expressed their opinions on the
importance of credentialing to quality instruction, achievement, and school success. These two teachers suggested that
credential status was not important to them when hiring
a new teacher. In fact, Ms . Garnett and Mrs. Cooper feel
that No Child Left Behind is a handicap due to its limitations on hiring uncredentialed teachers, making the already
shrinking pool of potential applicants even smaller.
The data also showed that years of experience were
not a significant factor to the principals when hiring.
In fact, they showed a preference for hiring people new
to the profession over veterans. The principals admitted
that at times veteran teachers have adopted poor teaching strategies that do not benefit their children, while
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new teachers were malleable and could be trained in the
best practices fo r their students. Even so, these principals
are able to hire and train new teachers because they have
a foundation of veteran teachers to support and coach
them. Shaw has the lowest average amount of experience
at 11 years. Thus, context is necessary to provide a just
interpretation of the data.
Just as the principals feel capable of better training new teachers to work in their school, they feel just as
competent to meet all of the professional development
needs of their teachers. In line with the research of high
perf(irming schools, these principals hold teachers accountable to measurable goals (Carter, 2000). However, contrary
to the research that promotes teachers as leaders in the
staff development process (Grossman et al. , 2001; Thomas,
\Veinburg, Grossman, M yhre, & vVoolworth, 1998; Zeichner, Klehr, & Caro-Bruce, 2000), the principals in this
study prefer to act themselves as the instructional leaders
of the school. They feel that the students are the teachers'
first priority and do not require the teachers to take on
leadership roles. Their perspective is that teachers feel relief
at being able to focus on teaching. One principal likened
her teachers to the children they serve. She stated, "So, I'm
kind of a little dictator, but they [teachers] seem to like that
[laughter]."
This begs the question: What are the lived experiences
of teachers that work under these conditions? The
literature suggests structures that encourage the practices
of shared leadership and teacher centered professional
development sustain higher levels of teacher commitment
and motivation (Grossman et al., 2001 ; Leithwood &
Jantzi, 2000; Thomas et al., 1998; Zeichner et al. , 2000).
'Ihis research began as an attempt to display the practices
of principals who have been successfol in maintaining high
outcomes in schools that serve minority and low-income
children. However, the deficit perspective of teachers-not
stude nts-these principals share cannot be overlooked
and indeed merits further scrutiny. As shown by the
data, the principals claim that high student expectation is
essential in sustaining high outcomes; however, they do
not demonstrate confidence in the their own teachers to
participate in the development of the school community.
Decisions about student placement in classes and staff
development activities require the professional judgment
of those who work closely with those the school serves; the
children.
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