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ABSTRACT 

Principals need and require specific professional development that is rigorous, effective, and aligned to professional 
leadership standards and effective professional development constructs. This case study examined the professional 
development strategies, and practices, used by school districts and their alignment to the California Professional Standards 
for Educational Leaders (CPSEL) and effective professional development constructs. School district administrators and 
principals representing the Southern San Joaquin Valley, a predominantly rural area of California, participated in this 
research via interviews and focus groups. This research is critical as rural areas are often underrepresented in educational 
research. The findings indicate a lack of intentional alignment of principal professional development with professional 
standards and professional development constructs. The findings call for districts to take an intentional approach to 
principal development that is aligned with these frameworks to ensure principals are provided with effective and rigorous 
support for their educational leadership, growth, and development. 
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When the Covid-19 pandemic caused schools to shut down in 2020, it threw school districts and principals across the 
globe into crisis management. School leaders were tasked to unexpectedly innovate and manage the shift from face-to-
face to online instruction (Gigliotti, 2020). In addition to their multitude of duties, principals were also tasked with 
managing and responding to a myriad of extenuating factors like internet access, technology device distribution, teacher, 
student, parent training, and food insecurity; all while monitoring and adjusting to constantly changing local, state, and 
federal health guidance (Chennamsetti, 2020). The global pandemic crisis demanded skilled principal leadership and it 
exemplified the need to ensure the support and development of principal leadership capacity not only during principal 
preparation and times of crisis, but throughout their leadership career.   

Principal professional development (PD) is critical due to the expectations and demands for school performance and 
the impact principals have on student achievement, which is only second to teachers (Branch et al., 2013; Bryk et al., 
2010; Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Manna, 2015; Rice, 2010). Consequently, principals require the same access to PD as 
teachers, which should be individualized to meet their specific needs (Bottoms & Fry, 2009; Hoffman, 2004; Zellner et 
al., 2002), and aligned to professional leadership standards and PD constructs (George W. Bush Institute, 2016; Kearney, 
2010; Kearney, 2015; Manna, 2015; Sun, 2011; Zepeda et al., 2014). However, California and other states are falling 
behind in the development and implementation of principal PD and require a more intentional system of support 
(Kearney, 2010; Riley & Meredith, 2017).  
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The purpose of this study was to conduct an examination of what California school districts are doing to provide 
principal PD that is aligned to the California Professional Standards for Education Leaders (CPSEL) and effective PD 
constructs. The research intended to answer the research question: what professional development strategies and practices 
used in school districts are aligned to the CPSEL and effective professional development constructs? Further analysis 
included alignment of district principal development to the CPSEL and to effective research-based PD constructs.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Principals of kindergarten through twelfth grade (K-12) schools are accountable for the academic achievement of their 
students and report to school boards, district leaders, staff, community, parents, and students. State mandates and 
increasing accountability for student achievement, graduation rates, and college and career preparation make 21st 
principal leadership complex and demanding (Fullan 2002; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Manna, 2015). As Scott and 
Webber (2008) asserted, “principals’ roles encompass more diverse duties and expectations, ranging from instructional 
leader to financial manager to policy developer, decision maker, staff mediator and negotiator, and marketer” (p. 765). 
Principals are responsible for the overall organizational management and instructional leadership of schools and require a 
specialized set of skills to lead effectively. Yet, principals continue to lack systemic support and PD they need, especially 
when compared to teachers. 

In most other organizations, employees are provided with a systematic method or continuum of PD for advancement 
and are expected to follow steps for their continued growth and development (Scott & Webber, 2008). In education, 
leaders are often left to their own devices and provided with “ad hoc, hit-and-miss, on-the-job learning” (Scott & Webber 
2008, p. 773). Principals need to be provided with systematic PD that is aligned to professional standards like the national 
Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards for School Leaders (2008) or, specific to California, 
the CPSEL, and aligned with effective PD constructs (George W. Bush Institute, 2016; Kearney, 2015; Manna, 2015; 
Zepeda et al., 2014). The alignment of both professional leadership standards and effective PD constructs to principal PD 
is key to ensure that adequate evaluation and measurement of principal development and capacity is assessed, identified, 
and effectively provided throughout a continuum of principal leadership. The alignment of principal PD with professional 
standards can also provide principal supervisors with a framework and context for principal supervision, not only in 
California, but anywhere principal supervisors and principals coexist. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This study is framed by leadership development theory which emphasizes that individuals learn at different rates and in 
different ways throughout their development and require specific skills that are more important and beneficial at different 
phases in their career (Day et al., 2014). Leadership development theory also asserts that the development of these 
leadership skills, and knowledge, occur over a career continuum (Mumford et al., 2000). This study is also supported by 
human capital theory, which insists there is an underlying belief in employee learning capacity and that investing in 
training, education, and development of employees results in profit for the organization, the individual, and their 
communities (Aliaga, 2001; Nafukho et al., 2004; Schultz, 1961). A related framework, Principal Talent Management 
(PTM), focuses on human capital management and the recruitment, development, and retention of school leaders (George 
W. Bush Institute, 2016). The key to cohesive leadership development of the framework is to ensure that each component 
is rooted in professional standards and closely communicated and coordinated within and between organizations that 
oversee each component (George W. Bush Institute, 2016).  

Principal Pipeline 

This research contributes to a global principal pipeline initiative that supports a continuum of principal development 
efforts and specific activities related to the preparation, hiring, development, evaluation, and support of school leaders 
(Kaufman et al., 2017; Gates et al., 2019). Supporting the principal pipeline to support school leaders is critical because 
when principals do not receive PD, they are 1.4 times more likely to leave their schools than principals who do (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2013). Principal departures negatively impact student achievement, school culture, and 
district finances (Béteille et al., 2012; School Leaders Network, 2014). The fiscal impact of principal turnover is 
significant. Nearly 18% of principals in the United States exit the principalship within one year and it costs a school 
district an estimated $75,000 each time a principal leaves a school (School Leaders Network, 2014).  
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Professional Standards for Educational Leaders   

Professional standards provide a framework for the preparation, induction, development, and evaluation of 
educational leaders. Many states have adopted and adapted their educational leadership standards from the ISLLC and 
aligned them to fit their educational systems and conditions (Kearney, 2015). For example, the state of California utilizes 
the CPSEL as their framework for principal leadership. The CPSEL include the following standards from the California 
Commission on Teacher Credentialing (2017):   

1. Development and Implementation of a Shared Vision  
2. Instructional Leadership  
3. Management and Learning Environment 
4. Family and Community Engagement 
5. Ethics and Integrity  
6. External Context and Policy (pp. 32-33).   

Each of these standards also contain elements and indicators. The standards and elements are meant to provide a 
foundation for principal leadership in California and serve as a critical component for continuous principal development, 
professional learning, evaluation, and retention (Commission on Teacher Credentialing, 2017). However, many school 
districts fail to align professional standards to principal PD or utilize them as a framework to identify areas of professional 
competency or areas for continued and ongoing growth (Kearney, 2010; Manna, 2015; Sun, 2011).   

In fact, principal PD, support, and evaluation in most states, including California, do not easily trace back to state 
adopted professional standards for educational leaders (Sun, 2011). To establish a cycle of continuous improvement in the 
development of principal leaders in California, it is critical that stakeholders apply the CPSEL to the design, development, 
implementation, and evaluation of principal PD (Kearney, 2010; Manna, 2015). Utilization of the CPSEL statewide would 
allow for standardized leadership that systematically exemplifies and supports what principals should be able to know and 
do as principal leaders in California (Kearney, 2010).  

Professional Development Definition and Constructs  

Varying definitions exist for PD. However, common definition characteristics of PD center on knowledge and skill 
building opportunities that increase professional capacity and improve performance related to organization and employee 
goals and needs (Elmore, 2002; Kearney, 2010; Norton, 2008). Based on their extensive literature review in best practices 
in PD, Fogarty and Pete (2004) identify five critical constructs of rigorous PD:  

(1) Sustained: training is implemented over time. 
(2) Job-embedded: training occurs and/or continues at the work site.  
(3) Interactive: training invites, involves, and engages participants.  
(4) Collegial: training builds and supports a community of learners.  
(5) Integrated: training is eclectic (web-based, online, text, face to face) (p. 63).   

The constructs support what the state of California identifies as key PD constructs for the California educational 
system (California Department of Education, 2012). For those reasons, the five constructs identified by Fogarty and Pete 
(2004) and two constructs supported by subsequent research, PD that is focused on student learning (California 
Department of Education, 2012) and PD that is provided on a continuum (Bishop et al., 2015), were utilized for the 
purposes of this research. The seven constructs were applied in this research to measure California district PD strategies 
and practices used and their alignment to the CPSEL and effective PD constructs. 

METHOD 

A qualitative case study design was utilized to obtain the data for this research. A policy analysis and examination of 
district administrator, principal practices, and perceptions was conducted. The case study for this research encompassed 
the geographical area of a portion of the California Central Valley, namely, the Southern San Joaquin Valley, and nine 
school districts within that area. The League of California Cities (2018) identified five counties and 37 cities within the 
case study region. The demographics of this area mirror California in that most of the ethnicities in this region are 
Hispanic/Latino, contain significant poverty rates, and speak a language other than English (California Department of 
Education, n.d.).  
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Site Selection 

Because many of the cities and counties in the case study region are known as agricultural and rural cities; the U.S. 
Department of Education Rural and Low-Income School Program (RLIS) allocation spreadsheet was used to identify the 
school districts, and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) locale code was used to identify each school 
district in these cities (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). The NCES identifies school districts as either city, suburban, 
town, or rural, and each identifier contains three subtypes: large, midsize, and small (Geverdt, 2015). Using the RLIS 
allocation spreadsheet, the following criteria were used to identify school districts for this research:  

1. Regular public-school district (non-charter). 
2. District has five or more schools that include high, middle, and elementary schools. 
3. District has one or more of the following NCES locale codes: city, suburban, town, rural, large, midsize, 

or small. 

One additional criterion was added that was not directly related to the RLIS eligibility list: 

4. District superintendent has been in current position for at least 6 months. 

Participants 

A purposive sample of eight superintendents and one designee, representing the nine districts in the case study, 
participated in individual semi-structured interviews. Principals from five of the nine districts participated in a semi-
structured focus group, totaling 17 principal participants. For anonymity, the districts and corresponding district 
administrators and principals were coded as District A - I. The participants in the case study region represented a sample 
of districts that were diverse and representative of a range of locales including large, midsize, small, suburban, town, and 
rural-fringe school districts, and reflected the following demographics:  

District Administrators 

• 56% male, 44% female  
• Average 2.04 years in their position 

Principals 

• 58% female, 42% male  
• Average 3 years in their position and 4.7 years as a principal 
• Ten principals worked in elementary school, four in middle school, and three in high school 

Study participants were asked a series of standardized questions that inquired about principal PD topics, how principal 
PD was provided to principals in their districts, and were provided with a list of the CPSEL, PD constructs, and their 
respective definitions, to ascertain the research question.   

Data Sources  

In addition to individual semi-structured interviews and semi-structured focus groups, a review of school district 
documents that include PD plans and agendas specific to principals, and Title I funds, were used as data collection 
sources. Steps to ensure credibility and transferability were taken throughout. These steps included thick description of the 
data, rereading the descriptive data, documenting insights, personal reflection about the data via reflexive journaling, and 
peer review of interview protocols and interview transcripts (Bailey, 2007; Nowell et al., 2017).   

Protocols 

For the interviews and focus groups, two interview protocols were created by the researcher that included open-ended 
questions to elicit data necessary to answer each research question. One interview protocol was created for the 
superintendent interviews, and one protocol was created for the principal focus groups. Specific questions were developed 
for both sets of participants. The questions were created by the researcher and adapted from the Principal Support 
Framework (University of Washington Center for Educational Leadership, 2016) and the American School Leader Panel 
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(ASLP) survey (Johnston et al., 2016). Participant interview and focus group questions were created to align to each 
research question to ensure that adequate data were collected to answer each research question. 

Analysis  

A hybrid thematic analysis approach was taken for data analysis. Hybrid thematic analysis includes both an inductive 
and deductive approach to data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017; Yukhymenko et al., 2014). The 
deductive portion of the data analysis was the application of the data collected to the CPSEL and effective PD constructs 
and identification of where they converged.  The hybrid thematic analysis for this research followed the six stages as 
identified by Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006) to code and summarize the coded themes:  

1. Develop code manual  
2. Test the reliability of code  
3. Summarize data and identify initial themes  
4. Apply template of codes and additional coding  
5. Connect the codes and identify themes  
6. Corroborate and legitimize coded themes (p.5) 

To ensure proper coding and theming of data, the researcher followed the six stages as outlined and moved back and 
forth between the stages throughout the duration of the data collection to ensure a reflective and rigorous process (Nowell 
et al., 2017; Yukhymenko et al., 2014). Following these steps allowed the researcher to organize and thoroughly review 
the data.  

For deductive analysis, all raw data were coded and themed and the predetermined codes and corresponding raw data 
were recorded. Utilizing the hybrid thematic analysis approach allowed examination of the variance in participant 
perceptions and any possible unexpected phenomenon (Nowell et al., 2017). A preliminary codebook was created that 
included the CPSEL and the PD constructs. Any additional codes and themes that were counter to the preliminary codes 
were also added as needed to the data to accurately capture the data collected. The data collection and results were 
reported in narrative form that included a table matrix of findings and their relation to the CPSEL and effective PD 
constructs. 

RESULTS 

The results of this study are divided into two sections 1) district administrator participant results and 2) principal focus 
group participant results. Each section demonstrates results specific to principal PD alignment with the CPSEL and 
principal PD alignment with effective PD constructs.  

DISTRICT ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW RESULTS 

Principal PD and CPSEL Alignment 

When asked how their district uses the CPSEL to identify principal PD needs, eight out of nine district administrators 
provided no direct response to their alignment of principal PD with the CPSEL.  Instead, their responses primarily 
centered on a theme that included the lack of purposeful utilization of the CPSEL to provide principal PD or identify 
principal PD needs. One district administrator reported, "We don't necessarily use that to guide PD" (District 
Administrator G, personal communication, February 12, 2019) and another reported, “We are still growing in that area” 
(District Administrator D, personal communication, February 8, 2019). Although the CPSEL were not used by the 
majority of school districts to intentionally identify principal PD needs, most of the PD content and topics aligned to the 
CPSEL.  

The primary PD practice utilized by school district participants that was aligned to the CPSEL was the principal 
evaluation tool and process. This was a common theme among districts. However, not all district principal evaluations 
were reported by school district participants to be aligned to the CPSEL. District administrator participants also did not 
report that the evaluation tool was utilized to determine principal PD, except for district E.  

Utilizing a pre-determined codebook that included the six CPSEL, the principal PD topics district administrators 
reported were aligned to the CPSEL, as illustrated in Table 1. The principal PD topics mostly aligned to the CPSEL; 
however, the CPSEL was not purposefully utilized by district participants to develop and determine principal PD. The 
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principal PD topics provided by district administrators also mostly aligned with the instructional leadership standard with 
the management and learning environment standard following closely behind. Few topics aligned with the remaining 
standards and no topics were found to align with the family and community engagement standard. 

Principal PD and Effective PD Constructs Alignment 

The district administrators reported that principal PD was primarily provided face-to-face, internally, and externally, 
and on and off campus. How principal PD was provided varied across districts.  Common themes among districts included 
principal PD that was provided both onsite and off-campus, but few districts reported principal PD that was sustained, 
job-embedded, and provided throughout a continuum.  District administrator E reported that principal PD was provided 
“On the job, collaborative and throughout the entire year” (District Administrator E, personal communication, February 8, 
2019). District administrator H reported that principal PD was provided “Primarily off-campus- short term” (District 
Administrator H, personal communication, February 14, 2019). 

Utilizing a pre-determined codebook that included the effective PD constructs identified for this study, how principal 
PD was provided, as reported by district administrators, aligned to the PD constructs, as illustrated in Table 2. Although 
Table 2 data indicate that principal PD provided by each district aligned with all seven effective PD constructs, how 
principal PD was provided to principals varied from district to district. Not one district was able to report that their 
principal PD aligned to each PD construct. Therefore, the alignment of principal PD and effective PD constructs are only 
based on what was reported by each district administrator and do not represent alignment across districts.  

PRINCIPAL FOCUS GROUP RESULTS  

Principal PD and CPSEL Alignment  

The principal groups were asked what their experience has been with the CPSEL in relation to their principal PD. 
They were also asked how, and how often, the CPSEL are used by district administrators, including their direct 
supervisor, to support their growth and development. In response to those questions, all five principal groups reported the 
CPSEL was used by their district administrators to support their growth and development via the principal evaluation 
process. All principal groups reported that the principal evaluation process was also utilized to establish goals with their 
district administrator that are reviewed with them more than once a year. 

Two principal groups reported that the CPSEL are embedded in other PD strategies and practices provided to 
principals in context, versus verbatim. One principal explained, “And I don't think it's handed to us like here's the 
standard. But in all the work that we do it definitely is integrated” (District Principal A, personal communication, March 
4, 2019). Similar to district administrator responses, principal group responses centered on a theme that included the lack 
of purposeful utilization of the CPSEL to provide principal PD or identify principal PD needs. 

In examination of the topics of PD provided to principals and their alignment to the CPSEL, as illustrated in Table 3, 
the principal PD topics aligned most with the following standards 1) Instructional Leadership, 2) Management and 
Learning Environment, and 3) External Context and Policy. Three of the six CPSEL, Development and Implementation of 
a Shared Vision, Family and Community Engagement, and Ethics and Integrity, aligned the least.  

Principal PD and Effective PD Constructs Alignment 

Utilizing a pre-determined codebook that included the seven effective PD constructs for this study, how principal PD 
was provided, as reported by principal groups, were aligned to the PD constructs, as illustrated in Table 4. How principal 
PD was provided to principals varied in each district. Common themes among principal groups included principal PD that 
was provided in various formats but primarily onsite and off-campus. Not one principal group was able to report that their 
PD aligned to every PD construct and the PD provided to all principal groups collectively aligned to all effective PD 
constructs except two: Interactive and Continuum of PD Throughout Career. 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, CONCLUSIONS 

The findings identified robust principal PD that covered a myriad of PD topics supported by district administration. These 
district principal PD efforts demonstrated an underlying belief in principal learning capacity and investment in training 
and development of their leaders, which is a true representation of human capital theory. However, the findings also 
identified areas where districts and principal supervisors could benefit from increased evaluation and development of their 
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principal PD practices, including ensuring principal PD is inclusive of individual principal needs and aligned to the 
CPSEL, and effective PD constructs.   

CPSEL Alignment 

Both the district administrator and principal group interview data revealed that the primary district PD practice 
aligned to the CPSEL was the principal evaluation tool and process. The principal data revealed that the principal 
evaluation tool was used to establish goals with their district administrators. This practice is supported by research that 
asserts that the CPSEL should be used to provide school districts with a framework from which to evaluate and develop 
school principals (Kearney, 2010). Furthermore, policy makers have suggested that the CPSEL was developed to provide 
a structure for continuous principal development, professional learning, evaluation, and retention (Commission on 
Teacher Credentialing, 2017).  However, for district administrators, not all districts reported alignment of the CPSEL to 
any of their district PD strategies or practices. The misalignment of PD to the CPSEL in some districts supports the 
research assertion that numerous school districts fail to align the CPSEL to principal PD (Kearney, 2010; Manna, 2015; 
Sun, 2011). Reflective of this research, districts also fail to utilize the CPSEL as a framework to identify areas of 
professional competency and provide ongoing principal PD and support (Kearney, 2010; Manna, 2015; Sun, 2011). 
Although the most recent ideation of the CPSEL is considered a high impact strategy in improving principal pipelines 
(Kaufman et al., 2017), many school districts and states fail to utilize them to support principal PD. The misalignment 
suggests a need for more targeted district use of professional leadership standards as a framework to identify principal PD 
needs and provide a continuum of principal PD and support throughout their leadership careers.  

Examination of the alignment of the CPSEL to the PD provided to principals suggests one standard overwhelmingly 
represented by both district administrators and principal groups was the instructional leadership standard. The 
management and learning environment standard was a distant second. Minimal alignment was found in the following 
CPSEL: 1) development and implementation of a shared vision; 2) family and community engagement; 3) ethics and 
integrity; and 4) eternal context and policy. The data indicate the need for districts to be more intentional in their use of 
the CPSEL during the development and implementation of principal PD and support. Currently, much of the research on 
PD in education is primarily focused on teacher PD versus principal PD (Levine, 2015). It is critical that California, and 
all state stakeholders, consciously plan and apply leadership standards to the design, development, implementation, and 
evaluation of principal PD (Kearney, 2010; Manna, 2015). This practice will ensure that principals are developed in all 
areas of leadership that address all professional standards, not just instructional leadership.   

Effective PD Constructs Alignment  

Both the district administrator and principal group interview data revealed district practices aligned to at least one 
effective PD construct. However, the data indicate that the practices of each district were not aligned to all seven 
constructs. For example, some districts took intentional steps to ensure that the PD provided to principals was sustained 
throughout the year and supported with individual, ongoing principal coaching at the school site and other districts did 
not. Some districts require that principals attend PD side-by-side with their teachers, academic coaches, or co-leaders and 
some districts do not. Some districts provide a variety of PD delivery methods that include face-to-face and webinars and 
some districts provide only one form of interactive PD. The data reflect a need for intentional alignment and practice of 
effective PD constructs by districts when developing and providing principal PD and support.  

The examination of pre-determined effective PD constructs with the PD provided to principals, demonstrated 
alignment with at least one PD construct. The principal responses aligned with all but two constructs: interactive and 
continuum of PD throughout a career. Specific to the lack of alignment of PD to a continuum of PD throughout a 
principal's career, this data conflicted with leadership development theory which asserts that individuals learn at different 
rates and in different ways and require specific skill development as they move through that career continuum (Day et al., 
2014). As national and international research has demonstrated, even after being on the job for three or more years 
principals state they require ongoing support and development (Adamowski et al., 2007; Hourani & Stringer, 2015). The 
data reflected a need for districts to provide a purposeful and systematic process that ensures principal PD throughout a 
principal’s career. The implementation of these practices will ensure that PD is effectively used to support and sustain 
principal learning, development, and longevity. 

Research argues that leadership qualities develop over time and through professional development (Day et al., 2008). 
The significance of this study underscores the urgency for school districts to take an intentional approach to principal PD 
with the same attention and effort they take with teacher PD. Districts need to engage in purposeful PD planning with 
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their principals. Districts must also ensure that their principal PD is aligned to individual principal needs, professional 
standards, and effective PD constructs not just school site and broad stroke district needs and initiatives. Moreover, this 
study provides a research-based approach to principal PD and urges states and school districts to elicit change in policies 
and practices that positively impact the development of school leaders, contributes to student achievement, and ensures 
educational equity of students in all schools. 
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