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Effective School  Principals: 
A Lever for School Improvement
LEADERSHIP MATTERS — A LOT

Effective school principals are key to 
improving schools and raising student 
achievement. In fact, principals are second 
only to teachers among school-related 
influences on student learning. Nearly 60 
percent of a student’s performance is at-
tributable to teacher and principal effective-
ness, with principals accounting for about 
a quarter of a school’s total impact on a 
student’s academic success. There are vir-
tually no documented instances of troubled 
schools being turned around without inter-
vention by an outstanding principal.

A GOOD INVESTMENT
While teachers have a direct impact 

on students in their classroom, principals 
affect all students in the school. A good 
principal is the single most important deter-
minant of whether a school can attract and 
keep the high-quality teachers necessary 
to provide students consecutive years of 
excellent teaching. The combination of 
effective teachers and strong principals—
not one or the other—will improve student 
academic performance. Targeted invest-
ments in good principals can be a particu-
larly cost-effective way to improve teaching 
and learning because principals ensure 
that excellent teaching and learning spread 
beyond single classrooms. They also play 
a critical role in implementing school-wide 
reform efforts.

STATE POLICY APPROACHES:  
TAKE ACTION 
State legislators can play a significant role in 
building a pipeline of effective school princi-
pals. States can develop a policy framework 
that supports principals throughout their 
career, including 1) setting standards, 2) 
preparation program design and approval, 
3) licensure, 4) professional development 
and 5) evaluation and ongoing support. 
These also can be linked to compensation, 
promotion and dismissal.

Strengthen a Principal’s  
Career Continuum Through  
Key Policy Levers 
PRINCIPAL STANDARDS. Revise or adopt 
statewide standards that reflect what 
school principals should know and be able 
to do. Standards provide a framework to 
guide recruitment and selection, principal 
preparation program design and approval, 
licensure, mentoring, professional develop-
ment and evaluation and ongoing support.

DESIGN AND APPROVAL OF  
PREPARATION PROGRAMS. Urge prepa-
ration programs to design their programs 
based on rigorous standards, current 
research and best practices in the field to 
ensure principals are graduating ready for 
the job. Collect and monitor data on the 
effectiveness of preparation programs, 
including data on the people who become 
principals and whether they are effective 
once on the job. Consider allowing non-
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Leadership Matters—A Lot 
Effective school principals are key to improving schools 
and raising student achievement. In fact, principals are 
second only to teachers among school-related influences 
on student learning. Nearly 60 percent of a student’s 
performance is attributable to teacher and principal ef-
fectiveness, with principals accounting for about a quarter 
of a school’s total impact on a student’s academic success. 
There are virtually no documented instances of troubled 
schools being turned around without intervention by an 
outstanding principal. 

A Good Investment 
While teachers have a direct impact on students in their 

classroom, principals 
affect all students in the 
school. A good principal is 
the single most important 
determinant of whether a school can attract and keep the high-quality teachers 
necessary to provide students consecutive years of excellent teaching. The com-
bination of effective teachers and strong principals—not one or the other—will 
improve student academic performance. Targeted investments in good principals 
can be a particularly cost-effective way to improve teaching and learning because 
principals ensure that excellent teaching and learning spread beyond single class-
rooms. They also play a critical role in implementing school-wide reform efforts.

The Legislative Role 
State legislators can help ensure that every school is led by an effective princi-
pal. Lawmakers can establish a cohesive statewide policy framework to recruit 
and select, prepare, license, support and evaluate good school principals. 
Depending on the state’s needs and context, lawmakers have a number of op-
tions to build strong school principal pipelines. 

Building a School Principal Pipeline 
Lessons from the Field 

EDUCATION

By Sara Shelton and Mendie Welu

Source: New Leaders,  Leadership Matters, 2011.©
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Legislative Seminar

In August 2013, NCSL, with generous 
support from The Wallace Foundation, 
convened 24 legislators and legislative 
staff from 16 states to meet with research-
ers, practitioners and experts in the field 
to learn about the state legislative role 
in building a school principal pipeline. 
The half-day seminar was grounded in 
research, highlighted state policy levers 
and featured lessons from high perform-
ing school districts. This policy brief is a 
summary of that seminar and is meant to 
inform state policymakers as they take on 
this challenging work. 
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university-based programs that meet rigor-
ous standards to prepare principals.

LICENSURE. Redesign licensure systems 
into cohesive, performance-based, tiered 
systems that are aligned with principal 
standards, professional development and 
evaluation and ongoing support, and urge 
principals to demonstrate effectiveness in 
developing and supporting teachers and 
improving student achievement. Consider 
alternative licensure.

MENTORING AND INDUCTION  
PROGRAMS AND PROFESSIONAL  
DEVELOPMENT. Ensure that new 
principals receive meaningful mentoring 
and induction. Provide targeted, ongoing 
professional development to principals 
throughout their careers. Mentoring and 
professional development should be 
aligned with standards, licensure and 
evaluation and ongoing support.

EVALUATION AND ONGOING SUPPORT. 
Develop and support school principal 
evaluation systems that are fair and eq-
uitable and based on rigorous standards. 
These systems should promote continuous 
improvement, steer preparation program 

design and approval, guide professional 
development and licensure renewal, 
improve working conditions and direct 
personnel management decisions.

Create a State Commission or Task 
Force to develop recommendations to 
strategically improve school principal re-
cruitment and selection, preparation, licen-
sure, mentoring, professional development 
and/or evaluation and ongoing support 
that includes legislators, practitioners and 
such key stakeholders as the chief state 
school officer, state board of education and 
governor’s office.

Develop and Support Statewide 
Longitudinal Data Systems to track 
principal vacancies, mobility and retention 
rates; completion of preparation programs; 
principal performance on the job; number 
of licenses granted annually; and the types 
of support principals need on the job. This 
information can help state and district lead-
ers make strategic decisions and targeted 
investments to improve the principalship.

Improve working conditions by 
giving principals more autonomy over bud-

gets, staffing and curriculum, and access 
to timely and useful data in exchange for 
greater accountability.

Align all components of a principal’s 
career continuum, including recruitment 
and selection, preparation, licensure, 
mentoring, professional development and 
evaluation and ongoing support, as well as 
state and district policies to improve and 
support principals.

Direct resources to programs and 
policies that are proven to be effective in 
recruiting, preparing, supporting and evalu-
ating effective principals.

RESOURCES 
NCSL School Principals Webpage:  
www.ncsl.org/research/education/school-
principals

The Wallace Foundation:  
www.wallacefoundation.org

New Leaders: www.newleaders.org

The George W. Bush Institute’s Alliance to 
Reform Educational Leadership: www.bush-
center.org/education-reform/alliance-reform-
education-leadership

WHAT DO EFFECTIVE  
PRINCIPALS DO?
•	 Shape a vision of academic success for all students 

based on high standards.

•	 Create a climate hospitable to education in order that 
safety, a cooperative spirit and other foundations of 
fruitful interaction prevail.

•	 Cultivate leadership in others so that teachers and other 
staff assume their part in realizing the school vision.

•	 Improve instruction so teachers can teach at their best 
and students can learn at their utmost.

•	 Manage people, data and processes to foster school 
improvement.

Source: The Wallace Foundation, The School Principal as Leader: 
Guiding Schools to Better Teaching and Learning, 2012.

 � Strengthen a Principal’s Career Continuum 
Through Key Policy Levers  
• Principal Standards. Revise or adopt statewide 
standards that reflect what school principals should 
know and be able to do. Standards provide a framework 
to guide recruitment and selection, principal prepara-
tion program design and approval, licensure, mentoring, 
professional development and evaluation and ongoing 
support.   
• Design and Approval of Preparation Programs. 
Urge preparation programs to design their programs 
based on rigorous standards, current research and best 
practices in the field to ensure principals are graduat-
ing ready for the job.  Collect and monitor data on the 
effectiveness of preparation programs, including data 
on the people who become principals and whether they 
are effective once on the job. Consider allowing non-
university-based programs that meet rigorous standards 
to prepare principals.  
• Licensure. Redesign licensure systems into cohesive, 
performance-based, tiered systems that are aligned 
with principal standards, professional development and 
evaluation and ongoing support, and urge principals to 
demonstrate effectiveness in developing and supporting 
teachers and improving student achievement. Consider 
alternative licensure.  
• Mentoring and Induction Programs and Profes-
sional Development. Ensure that new principals 
receive meaningful mentoring and induction. Provide 
targeted, ongoing professional development to princi-
pals throughout their careers. Mentoring and profes-

sional development should be aligned with standards, 
licensure and evaluation and ongoing support.  
• Evaluation and Ongoing Support. Develop and 
support school principal evaluation systems that are fair 
and equitable and based on rigorous standards. These 
systems should promote continuous improvement, steer 
preparation program design and approval, guide profes-
sional development and licensure renewal, improve 
working conditions and direct personnel management 
decisions.  

 � Develop and Support Statewide Longitu-
dinal Data Systems to track principal vacancies, 
mobility and retention rates; completion of preparation 
programs; principal performance on the job; number 
of licenses granted annually; and the types of support 
principals need on the job. This information can help 
state and district leaders make strategic decisions and 
targeted investments to improve the principalship.  
 

 � Improve Working Conditions by giving principals 
more autonomy over budgets, staffing and curriculum, 
and access to timely and useful data in exchange for 
greater accountability. 

 � Align All Components of a principal’s career con-
tinuum, including recruitment and selection, preparation, 
licensure, mentoring, professional development and 
evaluation and ongoing support, as well as state and 
district policies to improve and support principals.   

 � Direct Resources to programs and policies that are 
proven to be effective in recruiting, preparing, support-
ing and evaluating effective principals. 

NCSL CONTACT 
Sara Shelton, Program Principal, Education Program,  
Denver, (303) 856-1647 or sara.shelton@ncsl.org

RESOURCES
NCSL School Principals Webpage: www.ncsl.org/research/
education/school-principals.aspx 
The Wallace Foundation: www.wallacefoundation.org
New Leaders: www.newleaders.org
The George W. Bush Institute’s Alliance to Reform Educa-
tional Leadership: www.bushcenter.org/education-reform/
alliance-reform-education-leadership
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  Source: New Leaders, Leadership Matters, 2011.
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