
Connexions module: m19506 1

Superheroes or SAMs? A Change in

Practice for a New Kind of

Educational Leader
Version 1.2: Jan 14, 2009 11:07 am US/Central

National Council of Professors of Educational Administration

This work is produced by The Connexions Project and licensed under the

Creative Commons Attribution License ∗

Abstract

A universal belief is that good principals create and sustain dynamic e�orts for school reform, and
without them, schools would not succeed. School success is dependent on e�ective school leadership.
There is growing fear, however, that the principal's increasing responsibilities and the ability to lead are
becoming unrealistic, and school success will su�er in the wake of the leader's overwhelming role.
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1 The Multiple Demands and Job Expansion of the Leader-Manager

Historically, the principal's role was typically that of manager, a concept derived from management prin-
ciples �rst applied to industry and commerce and adopted by the educational system (Bush, 2008). The
responsibilities of the leader-manager included maintaining safe buildings, overseeing the budget, completing
and submitting reports, complying with regulations and mandates, coping with personnel issues, and deal-
ing with parents (Portin, Shen, & Williams, 1998). Being a good building manager was once su�cient, but
the principal's role has expanded. The job today necessitates the emergence of a new kind of leader with
the focus shifting from accountability for how resources are expended to include accountability for student
achievement (Cooley & Shen, 2003).

E�ective schools research in the 1980s essentially gave birth to the connection between the school leader
and student achievement and recent studies of successful schools continue to connect strong school in-
structional leadership to higher student achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Institute for Educational
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Leadership, 2000; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003).
Although the need for both instructional leadership and management exists, the con�icting demands and
layering of responsibilities have dramatically impacted the role of the principal (Chirichello, 2003; DiPaola
& Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Du�e, 1991; Portin et al., 1998).

Due to the increased level of responsibilities, the principal's job extends to 60-80 hours per week and
includes supervision of weekend and evening activities (Cushing, Kerrins, Johnstone, 2003; DiPaola &
Tschannen-Moran, 2003; Ferrandino & Tirozzi, 2000; Pierce, 2000; Yerkes & Guaglianone, 1998). In 1995
the Association of Washington School Principals (Portin et al., 1998) conducted a statewide survey of their
membership to determine the changes in the educational environment and their in�uence on work life of
principals. Over 90% of the respondents reported an increase in the scope of their responsibilities. More
speci�cally, 83% indicated increased interactions with parents, 77% said they had greater numbers of stu-
dents requiring services, and 81% said there had been a substantial increase in managerial responsibilities.
Approximately 90% of the principals in this study indicated they spent more hours in their job now than
they did �ve years ago. Many of the principals reported feelings of frustration and were less enthusiastic
about their jobs.

2 Prioritizing Responsibilities and Creating Tension

The time devoted to all aspects of the job creates a tension caused by a limited amount of time (DiPaola
& Tschannen-Moran, 2003). As Darling-Hammond, La Pointe, Myerson, and Orr (2007) contend, �They
must be educational visionaries and change agents, instructional leaders, curriculum and assessment experts,
budget analysts, facility managers, special program administrators, and community builders� (p.1).

Principals are concerned about the growing responsibilities for both manager and instructional leader
and note the increasing amount of time spent on managerial tasks versus instructional leadership tasks
(Shen & Crawford, 2003; Worner & Stokes, 1987). Principals believe the instructional role, more than
the managerial role, in�uences student learning (Leitner, 1994); however, day-to-day managerial operations
usurp much of the time (Cunard, 1990; IEL, 2000). In fact, principals are spending less than one-third of
their increasing work week on curriculum and instructional activities (Cooley & Shen, 2003; Eisner, 2002;
Goodwin, Cunningham & Childress, 2003; Schi�e, 2002). Most school leaders did not become principals to
be managers and see these roles as a disconnect (Donmoyer & Wagsta�, 1990; Goodwin et al., 2003; Portin
et al., 1998). If the importance of academic accountability is increasing in our schools, the principals need
to be spending more time with instructional responsibilities. Clearly, instructional leadership is a priority
honored more by its ranking than its actual execution (Worner & Stokes, 1987).

3 Viable Reform Solution: School Administration Manager

Districts have been exploring various solutions (Cushing, Kerrins, & Johnstone, 2003; Grubb & Flessa, 2006)
to the leadership-management dilemma. The message from this study is clear: The principal cannot do the
job alone. Principals cannot execute the job single-handedly (Leithwood et al., 2004; Spillane, 2005); they
rely on the contributions of others. Elmore (2000) believes that in knowledge-intensive environments there is
no way to perform the many complex tasks without distributing the leadership responsibilities. Distributing
the leadership responsibilities is about enhancing the skills and knowledge of people in the organization, and
holding people accountable to the common goal. Distributive leadership models include: teacher-leaders,
principal-teachers, assistant or associate principals, co-principals, or management or services coordinators
(DiPaola & Tschannen-Moran, 2003). Management or services coordinator is a model that is becoming
more familiar in many districts across the nation with noted success relative to the principal's e�ciency and
student achievement.
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4 Kentucky's Alternative School Administration Study

In 2002 the Wallace Foundation launched a project called the Alternative School Administration Study
(ASAS) with three elementary schools in Louisville, Kentucky. The purpose of the project was to examine the
use of principal time and the conditions that prevented school leaders from making instructional leadership
their priority. The project is a strategy or process referred to as School Administration Managers (SAMS)
and designed to restructure the role of the principal, originating from the need to assist principals to work
more e�ectively and e�ciently. By reorganizing the work day of the principal, instructional leaders had
more time to work directly with teachers and students on instructional issues. The premise of the program
is to change the current practice of the instructional leader by freeing up some of the management time to
increase the time for instruction. In turn, this new structure should result in stronger organizations with
improved classroom instruction, greater student engagement, and improved student achievement.

When the project began in Kentucky, principals were working an average of 10 hours a day with approxi-
mately 67%-87% of that time spent on management concerns, with only 12.7%-29.7% spent on instructional
issues. The time-use studies in these schools demonstrated that once principals were given guidance on how
to shift their priorities away from managerial tasks, they were able to spend more time on instructional
tasks. Three years after adopting the ASAS program, principals in the Louisville schools spent over 70% of
their time on instructional issues and student achievement rate of gain increased (Shellinger, 2005).

In addition to the achievement data, responses from surveys of parents, students and teachers demon-
strated a dramatic improvement in the visibility and interaction of the principal. One year after the imple-
mentation of SAMs, almost 50% of the students' perception of the principal's role focused on supervising
instruction, which is nearly eight times the number of students who had a similar perception before involve-
ment with the SAM project. Similarly, 45% of parents recognized student achievement as the primary role
of principals compared to only 6% a year earlier. Teachers' perceptions mirrored those of the students and
parents with almost 80% of the teachers noting that their principal was more engaged in instruction with
the involvement of the SAM program.

5 Expansion of SAMs

The results in Kentucky have piqued the interest of educators nationwide. The Wallace Foundation now
supports replication of the SAMs process in nine states (Iowa, Illinois, New York, Georgia, Delaware, Texas,
Missouri, and California), and in more than 40 districts and over 200 schools. As the SAM project continues
to expand across the country, the project may look di�erent in each district. Primarily identi�ed as a change
process, SAM has evolved into four di�erent models allowing districts to adopt the model that best suits
their needs while focusing on principal/instructional time. Two of the models include full time personnel,
either a person whose position is new to the building or a person whose position has been converted to
a SAM. The third model does not involve additional personnel but assigns duties to an existing position,
while the fourth model employs periodic data-driven analyses of time use. Each of the four models imposes
restructuring the principal's time through deliberate and consistent time analysis.

6 Iowa's SAM: Overview

At the start of the 2007-2008 school year, four Iowa public school districts incorporated the SAM project
with 10 principals/ SAMs teams at the elementary, middle school and high school levels. By the end of the
2007-2008 school year, 10 more principal/SAM teams were added for a total of 21 teams in seven districts.
For districts interested in participating in the SAM project, there were three requirements: (a) to collect
baseline and annual data describing the use of the principal's time, (b) to conduct daily meetings for the
SAM and the principal, and (c) to hold monthly meetings with the SAM, the principal and the SAM Coach.
Baseline and Annual Data

Trained outside observers shadowed the principals using Time/Track Analysis ©for an average of six
hours a day for �ve days, documenting their time in �ve minute increments and coding for instructional and
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managerial behaviors. The baseline data are used by the SAM and principal throughout the year during
daily conversations. With the use of TimeTrack©, the SAM periodically tracks and monitors the principal's
time and compares the data to the earlier baseline data. Frequent monitoring helps the principal develop
more e�cient time management behaviors. After a year in the program, trained observers will again collect
and code the data to measure the principal's use of time and to compare to the original data.
Daily Meetings and Review of Instructional and Non-Instructional Activities

Daily collaboration between the principal and the SAM is imperative for strengthening communication
and improving the principal's e�ciency. Re�ecting on their time/task information, principals work to increase
the time they spend as instructional leaders. Daily meetings include: review of monthly goals, discussion of
the previous day's speci�c activities and incidents, tracking the principal's use of time spent on instructional
and on non-instructional issues, calendar items and future plans.

SAMs in each district operate somewhat di�erently due to the unique school situation and because of
their backgrounds. While the building principal must be a fully licensed administrator, the educational
background and previous training of the SAMs varies. The managerial tasks assigned to the SAMs are
contingent on many factors including: their educational background; their personality and talents; their
previous experiences and skills; and their leadership style. In addition, responsibilities are delegated according
to the number of students in a building, the grade level of students, the types of programming available in
the building, and special projects in the building such as construction or fund-raising.

Tasks generally classi�ed as instructional and dealing with educational issues may involve student work
and supervision, employee supervision, observation and walk throughs, feedback, parent conversations, de-
cision making committee work, teaching/modeling, professional development, planning, curriculum and as-
sessment, and celebration. Management tasks are those dealing with the non-instructional issues: student
discipline and supervision, employee discipline and supervision, o�ce work, building management, parents,
district meetings, and celebration.
Monthly Conversations

Meetings are held monthly with the SAM/principal team and the state's SAM Time Change Coach to
review data, discuss progress, needs and challenges that have surfaced, or plan for future activities. The
Coach is responsible to keep in close contact with the SAMs and principals and to assist other districts
beginning to implement the program.
Year One of Implementation

A three-day training session in the fall of 2007 marked the beginning of the project for the 10 principals
and their SAMs. After several months of implementation of the SAM project, an electronic survey was
sent to participating principals in the early spring and initial impressions were gathered regarding the early
impact of the SAMs project. The survey, consisting of six open-ended questions, requested input relative to
the decision to become involved in the project and how the work life had changed since the SAM began in
their buildings. Information was collected from the principals regarding major tasks assigned to the SAM,
noticeable changes in the school's operation and in the execution of their job, and potential gains for the
future with continued participation in the SAM program. Seventy percent of the principals responded to
the survey.
Survey Results

The responses were received from principals at the elementary, middle level and high school level with
71% having been involved with the SAM project for 6-7 months, while one principal had been involved 8-9
months. The majority of principals (67%) had enrollments between 400-599 students and approximately
57% of the principals had between 7-10 years of administrative experience.

Responses indicated the inauguration of the SAM project was a decision made by both the superintendents
(86%) and principals (86%) in the districts, while over half (57%) said the boards of education also had
initial involvement with the decision. Reasons for participating in the project centered on refocusing the
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principal's responsibilities in order to spend more time on instructional tasks and less time on management
and ultimately to improve student achievement. One principal stated, �Our Superintendent saw this as a
great opportunity to help Principals focus on student achievement and to remove many of the management
tasks o� our plate.�

Prior to their involvement with SAMs, principals found little time for classroom instruction. The most
time-consuming and stressful part of their fragmented day dealt with attempting to satisfy everyone's needs
while negotiating complicated discipline issues, leaving limited time for instructional visits. Comments from
the principals included:

1. �Probably the most stressful part of my day was the daily grind of trying to balance instructional
leadership with ongoing student/sta� issues that occurred. The day was a series of starts and stops.
There was no �ow to the day. I basically went from one �re to the next. . .�

2. With less than a full school year into the program for most principals, many (57%) indicated that there
had been changes in the building's operations and in their roles as principals:

3. �We de�nitely have noticed a change in attitudes towards the principal's role and involvement in the
school. I would also say that the principal's day has vastly changed. I know that I now live by my
daily schedule.�

4. �I have at least doubled my time on instructional tasks over a 4-month period. . .I talk to students
about what they are doing in the classroom. I am aware of student issues related to frustrations in the
classroom. Most importantly, I have changed my thinking. My focus is an instructional leader.�

5. �Instruction and sta� development is an improved focus for our sta� as a result of the SAM taking on
tasks that free up the Principal's time.�

6. �Paperwork and phone calls I am not bothered with.�
7. �I am doing less discipline.�

The tasks for which SAMs were responsible include discipline, transportation, athletics, administering of
standardized testing, o�ce procedures and paper handling, supervision of students, classi�ed sta�, facilities
issues, development of the schedule, and communication with parents. Approximately 86% of the respondents
reported that SAMs were instrumental in handling student supervision and discipline, while over 40% noted
SAMs were responsible for both the supervision of sta� and o�ce work.

Most of the principals (67%) hoped to gain increased student performance with the continued involvement
in the SAMs project. Others indicated (43%) greater time in the areas of planning, curriculum, instruction
and assessment and professional development. One administrator responded:

To create a culture of continued adult growth helps enhance the learning experiences that each student
receives at our school. This improvement creates a learning community where all students experience success
and growth while feeling connected to our school.
Looking To the Future with SAMs

Results of the project have been favorable, and reactions from students, teachers, parents and administra-
tors have been positive. In the second year, data collectors will shadow the principals to gather comparison
data to the baseline data. Academic gains will be reviewed using Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) and Iowa
Test for Educational Development (ITED) scores. The programs, however, will have been in operation for
only a year and little may be derived from this early analysis. The initial reaction has been a selling point
for other districts; the number of principal/SAM teams is growing with the potential to reach 25 teams at
the end of the 2008-2009 school year.

In addition, the Wallace Foundation has contracted with Policy Studies Associates (PSA) to study the
impact of implementation across the country. The PSA's report will be issued in June, 2009, and will be a
useful tool for Iowa and other participating states as they assess their progress and look to the future.
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7 Conclusions

The job of the school leader demands restructuring. Rather than continuing with the �superhero� image that
is clearly unrealistic, the school leader structure needs to change. Typical responses to the need for change
have included either a focus on recruitment of strong leaders capable of magically balancing myriad tasks or
demanding preparation programs prepare the candidates for jobs that are becoming impossible (Grubb &
Flessa, 2006). Such recommendations ignore the real problem and divert the discussion from the possibility
of restructuring the principal's practice.

Ultimately, boards of education must be convinced of the importance of restructuring balanced against
its potential costs. They must reexamine the responsibilities of the principal, narrow the focus of the role,
and encourage the school leader to abandon managerial tasks. Incorporating the SAM process may mean the
principal will have more time to spend on curriculum, more time for quality communication and less time
spent on paper work; it might well improve student achievement. Although the results of this new structural
relationship are pending further exploration and research, principals can change the use of their time; time
is not a barrier to quality instructional leadership.
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