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I. INTRODUCTION

Strong school leadership—at the assistant principal, principal and prin-
cipal manager levels—is critical for improving school performance at 
scale. Decades of research have established the central role of principals in 
raising student achievement and, in particular, creating the conditions for 
teachers to improve their practice.1

For principals to be successful at their core work of improving student 
learning, they need to be well-prepared.2 While state strategies should 
address a range of policies and practices that influence the effectiveness of 
principals, including hiring practices and professional development, initial 
preparation in state-approved educational administration programs offers 
a critical moment to set high standards for entry into the role and ensure 
aspiring leaders have the knowledge and tools they need to be successful. 

Currently, many graduates of principal preparation programs are not ready 
to assume assistant principal or principal positions.3 While a number of 
programs have made major improvements and are pioneering powerful, 
evidence-based practices —such as providing job-embedded opportunities for 
participants to practice leadership skills and receive feedback4—these research-
based practices are not widespread across programs. Making them common-
place is central to improving the quality of principal leadership across a state.

A growing number of education leaders and policymakers are working 
to improve the quality of educational administration programs in their 
state.5 This report is designed to inform these efforts. It offers guidance 
and recommendations on how states can improve principal preparation 
by increasing the depth and rigor of their principal preparation evaluation 
process, thus enabling them to accurately assess quality, promote program 
improvement, and intervene when performance is not satisfactory. The 
report also reviews contextual factors that states should consider when 
adapting the recommendations to local conditions, and includes supple-
mentary resources and tools to help states carry out the work. Together, 
these materials will allow states to undertake an informed and sophisti-
cated approach to the complex work of improving principal preparation.

States are uniquely positioned to influence on the quality of principal 
preparation programs because most have relevant statutory authority. 
Specifically, most states grant initial and ongoing approval for principal 
preparation programs to operate and they issue licenses for individuals 
to serve as principals. Despite this central role in authorizing principal 
preparation programs, states lack strong models for assessing the quality 
of programs to promote improvement. We see two central problems of 
practice for states and programs:

Why focus on just 
principal preparation 
rather than more 
broadly on educational 
leadership?

Cultivating leadership 
for schools includes 
supporting the 
development of teacher 
leaders, assistant 
principals, principals, and 
school system leaders. 
The majority of university-
based educational 
administration programs 
support leadership 
development at most or all 
of these levels. While many 
ideas addressed here may 
be relevant to the broader 
conversation about 
school leadership, the 
recommendations set forth 
here are focused solely 
on principal preparation 
because of the important 
role principals play in 
improving student learning 
and because states are 
responsible for certifying 
whether an individual is 
adequately prepared to 
assume a formal school 
administration role (i.e. 
as a principal or assistant 
principal).

1. Leithwood, K., Louis, K. S., Anderson, S., & Wahlstrom, K. (2004). How leadership influences student learning. New York, NY: Wallace Foundation.; 
Louis, K. S., Leithwood, K., Wahlstrom, K., & Anderson, S. (2010). Learning from leadership: Investigating the links to improved student learning. New 
York, NY: The Wallace Foundation.; Marzano, R.J., Waters, T., & McNulty, B. (2005). School leadership that works: From research to results. Alexandria, 
VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.

2. While this document does not focus on the conditions for effective leadership, that by no means minimizes their importance. See Great Principals 
at Scale for a description of other conditions contributing to effective principal leadership. Ikemoto, G., Taliaferro, L., Fenton, B. & Davis, J. (2014). 
Great principals at scale: Creating district conditions that enable all principals to be effective, New York, NY: New Leaders. http://www.newleaders.org/
wp-content/uploads/GPAS_Executive-Summary_Final.pdf.

3. Hull, J. (2012). The principal perspective: Full report. Alexandria, VA: Center for Public Education; Young, M. D., & Brewer, C. (2008). Fear and the 
preparation of school leaders: The role of ambiguity, anxiety, and power in meaning making. Educational Policy, 22(1), 106-129. 

4. Darling-Hammond, L. LaPointe, M., Meyerson, D., & Orr , M. T. (2009). Preparing principals for a changing world. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.; Davis, 
S., & Darling-Hammond, L. (2012). Innovative principal preparation programs: What works and how we know. Planning and Changing, 43(1/2), 25-45.

5. The Council of Chief State School Officers. (2012). Our responsibility, our promise: Transforming educator preparation and entry into the profession. 
Washington, DC: CCSSO.
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1. Evaluations should be driven by data about program quality and outcomes but state systems 
for collecting and interpreting data are often too limited to support such an approach 
(i.e., they lack direct measures of program quality and outcomes and the available data for 
indirect measures are insufficient or of low quality); and

2. Evaluations should be diagnostic in nature, using program quality and outcomes data 
to drive inquiries into the sources of successes, improvements, and concerns. However, 
state systems do not tend to be organized to use data in this way and states often lack the 
necessary capacity for diagnosis and support.

Regardless of where authority is located within state government (e.g., in some states, all of 
the relevant authority resides with the state board of education and the state education agency, 
while in others it is held by a professional standards board or is shared across multiple agen-
cies), this guide offers recommendations and guidance for addressing these two problems of 
practice, To that end, the remaining sections of the guide are structured as follows:

Section II: Core Design Principles—This section outlines a set of design principals related to 
purpose, professional standards, data collection and use, and the process of review to which all 
effective program evaluation systems should adhere.

Section III: A Model Two-Stage Process for Program Evaluation—This section presents:

• A model for the annual reporting of data on program quality and outcomes (Stage 1). 
We present a possible design for a public online portal with data on important indicators 
of quality for each principal preparation program in the state. 

• A model for in-depth review of all programs and targeted review of programs to address 
concerns (Stage 2). We suggest specific improvements to current program review practices to 
foster a stronger focus on continuous improvement; further, we recommend a diagnostic pro-
cess for understanding and addressing concerning data on indicators of program performance.

• Recommendations for choosing indicators of program quality and outcomes. We 
identify the specific data that states can use to support the models described above.

• Recommendations for making summative judgments about program effectiveness. 
We offer guidance to states on making summative decisions about programs based on 
in-depth review and, in some cases, targeted review.

Section IV: Conditions—This section describes baseline conditions for effective program review. It 
also identifies factors states should consider as they assess their own capacities and priorities before 
planning and implementing changes to their principal preparation program review processes.

Section V: Tools—This section describes supplementary tools that are designed to help states 
carry out the recommendations in the guide. These include:

• State Readiness Diagnostic Rubric (Tool A). This tool enables states to assess their 
readiness to design and implement a program evaluation system that reflects the recom-
mendations in the guide.

• Annual Report Indicators, Reporting, and Interpretation of Results (Tool B). This tool 
provides states with specifications for an annual report that would give programs, candidates, 
and districts basic data on inputs, processes, outputs and program graduate outcomes.

• Handbook for the In-depth Review Process (Tool C). This tool describes a detailed 
process for undertaking comprehensive reviews of individual programs.

• Handbook for the Targeted Review Process (Tool D). This tool describes a detailed 
process for undertaking targeted reviews of individual programs.
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Section VI: Resources—This section describes supplementary resources that provide back-
ground and context for states as they examine and revise practices related to the review of 
principal preparation programs. These include:

• Overview of Current Program Review Practices (Resource A). This resource provides 
information about current principal preparation program evaluation practices in states.

• Review of Other In-Depth Program Review Processes (Resource B). This resource 
provides states with a description of the four types of reviews that most higher education 
leadership preparation programs already undergo so that states can design their system 
with these existing review processes in mind.

• List of Other Tools and Resources (Resource C). This resource provides states with links 
and citations to tools, research, and resources that could inform their work in this area.

The two-stage model described in Section III is an approach that meets all of the design principles in 
Section II, but it is not intended for “off-the-shelf” application. States inevitably will need and want 
to adapt the model to address issues specific to their context. As many advisors and reviewers attest, 
details and methodology matter a great deal with this type of work. We encourage states to adhere 
to core design principles as much as possible, and to enlist the support of experts in determining the 
optimal approach to meeting the design principles within their particular context.
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How were these materials developed?

These resources were developed by UCEA 
and New Leaders in deep and iterative 
collaboration with state leaders, district leaders, 
principals, researchers, preparation faculty, 
and representatives of national organizations 
committed to high quality educational leadership. 

We began by reviewing previous reports about 
principal preparation program evaluation, principal 
performance evaluation and state capacity. 
These reports are listed in the reference section 
of the guide. The review revealed that the field 
lacks adequate guidance for states on how best 
to enact their statutory authority to effectively 
review programs and the tools to help them do so. 
We concluded that filling this gap would require 
drawing on both published research and on the 
expertise of practitioners and other stakeholders.

To gather the relevant perspectives, we assembled 
an advisory group consisting of state representatives 
with experience designing or implementing 
preparation evaluation systems, methodologists 
with experience evaluating principal preparation 
programs, representatives of national organizations 
focused on issues of leadership preparation, principal 
preparation program leaders with experience 
evaluating their own or other programs, district 
leaders with experience evaluating internal or 
external programs, and principals.

Subsets of the group participated in four webinars 
based on their areas of expertise. The webinars 
addressed specific questions related to: (1) state 
authority and leadership, (2) data considerations, 
(3) rigor of outcomes and process, and (4) 
consumer needs and priorities. We used ideas 
from these webinars to draft an initial guide and 
supplemental materials. We then convened the 
advisory group for a two-day design session to 
review the drafted documents and bring new 
ideas and solutions to the conversation. From this 
session, we re-drafted all of the materials and 
solicited feedback from the group one more time. 
In this last stage, we also invited a wider range of 
stakeholders—including state education agency 

officials, preparation program providers, and 
methodologists—to comment on the documents. 
Before finalizing the materials, we asked five 
experts to provide in-depth reviews and feedback 
on the content.

Throughout this process, we have worked 
collaboratively, bringing the perspectives and 
knowledge from our two respective organizations 
(and from the many individuals and organizations 
that provided feedback) to tackle difficult design 
decisions. We believe the resulting product will aid 
states in their quest to improve principal preparation.

New Leaders is a national nonprofit that develops 
transformational school leaders and designs 
effective leadership policies and practices 
for school systems across the country. New 
Leaders has trained over 2,500 SCHOOL leaders 
nationwide who are currently affecting over 
450,000 students. Since its inception, New 
Leaders has engaged in rigorous internal and 
external program evaluation, including a current i3 
grant in partnership with the RAND Corporation, 
to inform program improvement and address 
accountability. New Leaders has also provided 
training to other preparation programs on how to 
design and conduct program evaluation.6

The University Council for Educational 
Administration (UCEA) is a consortium of 99 higher 
education institutions committed to advancing 
high-quality educational leadership preparation, 
research, policy and practice for the benefit 
of schools and children. Over the course of its 
60-year history, UCEA programs have produced 
thousands of building and district level leaders and 
produced cutting edge research on the practice 
and preparation of educational leaders. UCEA 
works collaboratively with higher education and 
professional organizations to build the knowledge 
base on effective leadership preparation, to design 
and utilize preparation program standards, and 
to build evaluation tools and practices designed 
to improve the preparation and professional 
development of educational leaders and professors.7

6. Neuman-Sheldon, B., Ikemoto, G., Bailey, M., Erdfarb, T., Nerenberg, L., Patterson, N., & Valdez, M. (2014). Principal preparation program self-evalu-
ation: Lessons learned by New Leaders. New York, NY: New Leaders.

7. University Council for Educational Administration. (2013). Developing evaluation evidence: A formative and summative evaluation planner for 
educational leadership preparation programs. Charlottesville, VA: Author.
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II. CORE DESIGN PRINCIPLES

Five core design principles inform the development of principal preparation program evalua-
tion systems. Effective evaluation systems:

1. Promote continuous program improvement.

2. Support states in holding programs accountable for effective practices and outcomes.

3. Provide key stakeholders with accurate and useful information.

4. Are sophisticated and nuanced in their approach to data collection, analysis, and use.

5. Adhere to characteristics of high-quality program evaluation.

1. Promote continuous program improvement.

Effective program review systems encourage improvement and innovation in program design 
and implementation by doing two things: providing programs with specific and actionable 
feedback about their practices and outcomes, and allowing adequate time for programs to 
make changes and assess their impact. To provide this level of accurate and actionable feedback, 
systems must employ program reviewers who have relevant expertise for making appropriate 
judgments. The reviewers should possess content expertise in leadership, an understanding of 
adult learning theory and practices, knowledge of current research about effective leadership 
preparation, and the ability to accurately assess curriculum and pedagogy. 

2. Support states in holding programs accountable for effective practices and outcomes.

An evaluation system is a key way for states to hold preparation programs accountable for 
delivering high quality preparation for aspiring principals. With approximately 1,000 programs 
currently in operation8 and new ones emerging on a regular basis, states need to be able to 
confidently make consequential decisions such as whether to approve a program, when to put 
a program on an improvement plan and, in the most serious circumstances, when to rescind 
program approval. States need to understand the limitations of the indicators they track and 
ensure they have sufficient and valid information for making consequential decisions. States 
also need sound program ratings, based on a sufficient number of indicators to meaningfully 
capture performance and improvement over time. Finally, states need a clear process and 
timeline for intervening when programs demonstrate unacceptable performance.

3. Provide key stakeholders with accurate and useful information.

When key consumers and partners—especially aspiring school leaders and school districts—
have good information about key program indicators, they can use that information to make 
more informed choices. For aspirants, a state evaluation system can provide concrete informa-
tion about program features and outcomes (e.g., candidate learning and career outcomes)—
including side-by-side, apples-to-apples comparisons—thus helping them choose high-quality 
programs. For districts, the same information can guide decisions concerning formal partner-
ships with programs and the hiring of graduates. To meet these purposes, effective evaluation 
systems make high-quality, easily understandable program data available to the public. (See the 
sidebar describing important considerations about making data publicly available.)

8. Cheney et al.
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4.  Are sophisticated and nuanced in 
their approach to data collection and 
use.

This nuanced approach is guided by the 
following five precepts:

• Evaluate what matters. The data 
system includes the indicators that 
are most germane to preparation. 
We define program effectiveness in 
terms of inputs (especially the rigor of 
selection into a program), processes 
(especially the ways in which a 
program increases aspirants’ leader-
ship knowledge and skills), outputs, 
(especially aspirants’ successful 
placement in roles as principals), and 
contributions to important graduate 
outcomes (especially outcomes for 
students, including academic achieve-
ment measures, attainment measures 
such as graduation, and non-cognitive 
measures such as engagement and 
social/emotional growth). 

• Evaluate accurately. The data 
system uses the most accurate data 
available, and interpretations are 
made cautiously, with awareness of 
data limitations. Valid and reliable 
measures of leadership effectiveness are 
still in the early stages of development 
but, once confidence in their accuracy 
is established, could be a part of the 
review process. The system takes into 
account limitations related to reliability 
and validity in determining whether 
and how much to weigh particular data 
sources in evaluation.10

• Include data that can be realisti-
cally gathered and shared. Data 
are feasible to gather, efficient to 
report, and possible to corroborate 
with other sources of information. 
Further, data collection is ongoing 
and conducted according to a 
consistent schedule.

9. Fuller, E. J., & Hollingworth, L. (2014). A bridge too far? Challenges in evaluating principal effectiveness. Educational Administration Quarterly, 
50(3): 466-499.

10. It is important to be clear about the meaning and purpose of terms such as validity, reliability, and appropriateness. We use these terms as follows: 
Valid = Data are accurate and adequate measures of well-defined constructs (i.e., elements of the program and outcomes that are being measured). 
Reliable = Data sources produce consistent information about the chosen constructs across repeated measures, over time, and for different 
programs and contexts. We encourage states to use these definitions as guides and to take the time to assess how specific data sources meet them.

What are considerations for states in responsibly sharing 
data about programs?

Design Principle 3 recommends that some information 
about programs be made public, but this should not be done 
until after states have an opportunity to pilot and make 
improvements to the system. Providing select information 
to the public serves several purposes: it helps aspirants 
make informed judgments about the quality of preparation 
programs available to them; it helps districts determine 
whether they want to partner with particular programs; and 
it helps programs become familiar with statewide practices, 
understand the factors driving their own results, and use that 
knowledge to make necessary improvements.

Nevertheless, as with any effort to distill and report data, 
the challenge lies in the details, and there are reasons to be 
exceptionally cautious. One concern is that data related to 
programs can be misleading or misinterpreted. For example, 
the number of graduates placed as principals can be a valuable 
indicator of program quality, but it is not useful for comparing 
programs in urban areas (with dozens of principal vacancies 
each year) with those in rural areas (with a very low number of 
annual vacancies). 

A second concern is that specific data points might distort 
decision-making by program leaders. For example, if higher 
placement data is a priority, programs might preference 
males during admissions because research shows they 
tend to be placed more quickly than females. A third 
concern involves the field’s current lack of strong and 
reliable measures of graduate leaders’ impact on student 
achievement. Student achievement can be influenced by 
factors such as varied turnover rates, timeframes and sample 
sizes, thus are not always dependable measures of graduates’ 
effectiveness or the influence of the preparation program.9

While these concerns do not outweigh the utility of making 
data public, they do suggest the need for processes that enable 
states to understand the limitations of their data and interpret 
and communicate program results responsibly. Specifically, 
we recommend that states spend a year or two collecting 
and analyzing data, and discussing their appropriateness with 
programs, before reporting them publicly. This trial period 
would provide states with an opportunity to identify specific 
challenges and develop solutions to mitigate inappropriate 
interpretations and perverse incentives. Then, and only then, 
should states make data public.
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• Consider contextual factors. Data are means, not ends. In order to make appropriate 
judgments based on accurate results, states gather additional contextual information. 
Basic indicator results can be difficult to interpret on their own, but can be the basis of 
productive investigation into and conversations about program quality and improvement. 
Analyses of program-related data inform judgments about program status and the need for 
continued program development.

• Clearly and transparently communicate how results will be used. Programs under-
stand which data will be made public, including how and when this will occur. Programs 
also understand how component parts of the program evaluation will be used to make 
substantive judgments and decisions about program status.

5. Adhere to characteristics of high-quality program evaluation.

An effective state system of program evaluation reflects what we know about best practices in 
program evaluation in education. We recommend the Standards for Educational Evaluation 
as a basis for judging best practices. These standards focus on utility (i.e., the extent to which 
stakeholders find processes and results valuable), feasibility (i.e., the effectiveness and efficiency 
of evaluation processes), propriety (i.e., the fairness and appropriateness of evaluation processes 
and results), accuracy (i.e., the dependability of evaluation results, especially judgments of 
quality), and accountability (i.e., having adequate documentation to justify results).11

11. See http://www.jcsee.org/program-evaluation-standards for more details on the standards, which were issued by the Joint Committee on Standards 
for Educational Evaluation
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III. A MODEL TWO-STAGE PROCESS FOR PROGRAM EVALUATION

Any number of models could meet the design principles, and states might 
have different approaches based on preferences, methodological consider-
ations, and/or contextual conditions. In this section, we present one approach 
for evaluating principal preparation programs that our reviewers agree is 
particularly well suited to meeting the design principles. This approach 
involves an iterative, two-stage process. The first stage involves collecting 
data on every program on an annual basis; the second stage involves investi-
gating those data more deeply to promote continuous improvement.

We posit that our recommendations and model meet the design principles 
outlined in Section II and help answer four fundamental questions about 
program quality:

1. Is selection into a program rigorous, so that aspirants have the poten-
tial to be effective principals?

2. Does the program increase aspirants’ leadership knowledge and skills?

3. Do graduates assume roles as principals and assistant principals and are 
they ready to lead when they do so?

4. Do graduates have a substantial positive impact on student learning 
and other important school outcomes?

Our recommended iterative, two-stage process is illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Two-Stage Process

 
Stage 1 involves the collection of information about all programs in 
the state and the publication of results in an annual report. Indicators 
summarized in the report can be a powerful way to convey information to 
prospective students and other stakeholders. This type of information can 
also guide an informal learning cycle and serve as an important starting 
point for program review, improvement and accountability processes.

A note on the tools

The accompanying tools 
provide more detail on 
this model, including a 
sample Annual Report and 
detailed recommendations 
for in-depth review 
processes and summative 
ratings. It is important 
to note that these tools 
are not intended to be 
used “off the shelf.” In 
the absence of existing 
state examples that meet 
the design criteria, states 
have requested tools 
that exemplify the design 
principles and include 
detailed recommendations 
for critical decisions, 
such as what indicators 
to include and how to 
use outcome data. While 
the recommendations 
presented in the tools were 
developed with extensive 
input and feedback 
from state officials, 
preparation programs, and 
methodologists from a 
range of state contexts, we 
expect that states will want 
to adapt them, seeking 
technical assistance to 
determine strategies for 
meeting design principles 
in ways that fit with local 
conditions. The local 
conditions to consider are 
described in Section IV. 
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Stage 2 involves an in-depth review of program practices and outcomes. The purpose of the 
in-depth review is to help states understand how well a program is designed and implemented, 
support continuous program improvement, surface effective practices that can be shared with 
other programs, and explore and address any areas of under-performance.

The two stages complement each other in significant ways. For example, while an annual 
report provides high-level information that allows states to make general comparisons across 
programs, the underlying reasons for data results are often difficult to interpret and can be misleading 
without further analysis and review. As a result, we do not recommend drawing conclusions about 
program quality based on these indicators alone; rather, the results should be used diagnostically to flag 
areas of concern that warrant further investigation. The in-depth review, when conducted by qual-
ified reviewers with sound tools and processes, can provide sufficient information for drawing 
conclusions and making high-stakes decisions about program approval and renewal. 

In-depth reviews happen on a relatively long cycle— every five to seven years. Since states may need 
to address concerns about program quality and outcomes on a shorter cycle, we also propose that 
states have an alternative, focused process for deeper investigation of data that raise concerns. To 
distinguish it from the in-depth review process, we call it a targeted review.

Targeted review involves the identification, diagnosis and improvement of specific areas 
of under-performance. The basic purpose of a targeted review is to explore and address 
areas of possible under-performance so that programs can improve quickly or states can take 
action. Programs may want to independently engage in informal learning cycles similar to the 
targeted reviews in order to improve practices. However, given limited resources, states should 
prioritize targeted reviews for programs with significant areas of under-performance.

 
The rest of this section describes the component parts of our model approach, including: (A) annual 
report, (B) in-depth review, (C) targeted review, (D) indicators, and (E) summative evaluation.

Figure 2: Annual Cycles Embedded in Two-Stage Process
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A. Annual Report

We envision the annual report as an online portal with two levels of data: (1) a 
summary page with basic information for each principal preparation program in the 
state, and (2) a series of program pages, each with more detailed data for a particular 
principal preparation program. Tool B (Annual Report Indicators, Reporting, and 
Interpretation of Results) provides an example of a populated report at each level.

One important purpose of the annual report is to provide data for public review, par-
ticularly for aspiring principals and districts. The summary page offers a color-coded 
visual representation of various programs, highlighting areas of strength and 
weakness for each of eighteen indicators across programs. At a glance, consumers can 
ascertain how programs compare to one another across the indicators and whether 
they meet state-established standards. Meanwhile, the program-specific pages provide 
context for each program’s data, allowing for more nuanced comparisons. 

Of course, most indicators included in the annual report are just that, indicators: 
they are not direct measures of program quality or impact and should not be used 
for consequential decisions, such as program approval, renewal, or funding. At 
the same time, states can and should use the annual report to determine the timing 
and focus of in-depth program review (see below). Tool B provides additional details 
about the purpose and structure of an annual report.

B. In-depth Review

Every program should be reviewed in-depth once every seven years (or more 
frequently if resources allow). This practice promotes ongoing improvement to 
recruitment, selection, and program design, and focuses attention on ensuring 
that graduates are well prepared, are assuming leadership roles, and are having an 
impact on relevant school and student outcomes.

In most states, such reviews already take place. Indeed, programs typically undergo 
four types of reviews: (1) accreditation reviews designed to certify that programs 
conferring degrees meet standards of quality; (2) state reviews designed to monitor 
quality and help states make consequential decisions about initial and ongoing 
approval of programs; (3) institutional reviews which are required by the university 
in which the program is housed and are designed to foster self-study and ongoing 
improvement; and (4) professional association reviews designed to promote 
improvement against standards of excellent practice.12

We do not recommend that states add a new process. Rather, we recommend 
systemic improvements to any process that a state currently uses. Specifically, our 
model of in-depth review makes four upgrades to current practices:

1. In-depth review builds on data patterns identified in the annual report, 
enabling state personnel (or their designees) to examine the quality of a 
preparation program in terms of inputs, processes, outputs, and graduate 
outcomes. Importantly, in-depth review asks additional questions:

• To what extent are the data in the annual report accurate reflections of 
program quality?

• Why is the program meeting or not meeting expectations on a given indicator? 

• Can effective practices be replicated in other settings and/or scaled  
across the state?

Who collects data 
for the annual 
report?

Since neither the 
state, institutes of 
higher education, 
nor individual 
programs typically 
have easy access 
to all of the data 
that are relevant to 
a robust program 
evaluation, these 
entities would share 
responsibility for 
collecting data 
to be included in 
the annual report. 
To illustrate, 
programs should 
be responsible 
for collecting 
information about 
program inputs, 
implementation and 
program participants 
from the recruitment 
of candidates all 
the way through 
graduation from 
the program. The 
state’s role in 
data collection 
should begin at the 
point of licensure 
because at this 
juncture leadership 
candidates assume 
the imprimatur 
of the state and 
become eligible to 
practice anywhere 
within the state’s 
jurisdiction. States 
should provide 
confirmation of 
licensure and share 
placement data with 
programs.

12. Note that Resource B (Description of Other In-Depth Program Review Processes) describes each of these review processes in depth. It also 
describes additional tools (e.g., Quality Measures) that programs can use to self-assess.
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To answer these questions, the 
in-depth review includes the collection 
and review of additional data that can 
be more readily evaluated as part of 
an on-site review. (See sub-section C 
below on indicators for more details.)

2. In-depth review includes the devel-
opment of a portfolio of practice, the 
review of that portfolio by a team 
of experts, and structured site visits. 
This sequence, which is used by some 
existing review processes, allows 
for programs to examine their own 
practices in all key areas—inputs, 
processes, outputs, and graduate 
outcomes—before receiving feedback 
from external reviewers.

3. In-depth review is conducted by a 
team of expert practitioners. The 
team should be made up of at least 
three professionals, including one 
state department of education 
representative, one faculty member 
from outside the institution, and 
one school or district administrator. 
Reviewers should possess relevant 
expertise for making professional 
judgments, especially with respect to 
the indicators driving the review.

4. In-depth review is anchored by 
rubrics that assess quality across 
all aspects of program design and 
implementation. We offer detailed 
rubrics (that states can use or adapt) 
drawn from UCEA’s Institutional 
and Program Quality Criteria.13 
They focus on both program 
features and program outcomes. 
These program review rubrics were 
designed to illuminate the differ-
ence between program practices 
that are highly effective, effective, 
in need of improvement or ineffec-
tive for each criterion.

Tool C elaborates on these recommenda-
tions and practices, providing a detailed 
handbook for the implementation of 
in-depth review.

13. Young, M. D., Orr, M. T., & Tucker, P. D. (2012). University Council for Educational Administration (UCEA) Institutional and Program Quality Criteria: 
Guidance for masters and doctoral programs in educational leadership. Charlottesville, VA: UCEA.

14. Note that UCEA authored a policy statement responding to the draft regulations. That statement can be found here: http://www.ucea.org/resource/
marshaling-and-using-resources/

15. CAEP (2014). Standards for advanced programs. Washington, DC. Accessible online: https://caepnet.files.wordpress.com/2014/08/caep_standards_for_
advanced_programs1.pdf

How do our recommendations fit with other developments 
related to the evaluation of principal preparation programs?

There are several promising developments coming from the 
federal government and accreditation agencies. The United 
States Department of Education (the Department) is calling on 
states to become more involved by proposing changes in the 
teacher preparation accountability requirements of Title II of the 
Higher Education Act (HEA). These changes support intensified 
monitoring of preparation programs in teacher education. 
The proposed rules would require states to use federally 
established guidelines to collect data on individual programs 
(including information from surveys of graduates and employers, 
graduate placement and retention rates, and growth in student 
achievement), rate individual programs (using four rating levels 
of “low-performing,” “at risk,” “effective,” or “exceptional”) and 
report results on a public state report card. Since the Department 
does not have statutory authority to include principal preparation 
programs, the current proposal does not explicitly address 
principal preparation. However, there are calls to include principal 
preparation in a revised HEA. The recommendations and tools 
outlined in this document do not presuppose the passage of 
federal statutes or finalization of regulations, but were formulated 
in a way that accounts for possible federal changes.14

The Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation  
(CAEP) conducts reviews of principal preparation programs, 
including those offered through higher education institutions, 
district- and state-sponsored programs and alternative 
providers. Principal preparation programs, which are 
categorized as advanced programs15 by CAEP, are subject 
to the following five criteria: (1) candidates develop a deep 
understanding of the critical concepts and principles of their 
discipline and the ability to use that knowledge to advance 
student attainment; (2) partnerships and clinical practice are 
central features of the program; (3) candidate evaluation is 
used to inform candidate development throughout the program; 
(4) providers demonstrate the impact of program completers 
through a variety of school-level factors and provide indicators 
of program completer satisfaction with the quality of the 
program; and (5) providers maintain a quality assurance system 
comprised of valid data from multiple measures, including 
those mentioned above. As CAEP continues to make upgrades 
to its process and standards, states could consider using the 
CAEP process to supplement or replace the in-depth review 
process described in this document. States may still want (or 
be required by federal law) to issue report cards and address 
low-performing programs.
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C. Targeted Review

While every program should use data patterns in the annual report to support their own 
improvement efforts, states have limited capacity to support improvement in all programs 
every year. We thus recommend that states prioritize efforts to improve programs whose 
annual report data raise the greatest concerns. These programs should receive a targeted review 
to confirm or disconfirm the concerns raised by the annual report.

Like in-depth review, targeted review builds on the annual report data and asks additional 
questions of programs:

• To what extent are the data in the annual report accurate reflections of program quality? 

• Why is the program meeting or not meeting expectations on a given indicator? 

• What should be done to improve program performance?

The process for targeted in-depth review proceeds as follows:

1. State leaders identify the particular indicator(s) of concern needing deeper investigation and 
assign a review team.

2. Program leaders assemble additional data relevant to the indicator(s) of concern and assem-
ble knowledgeable program staff and stakeholders to contribute to the review. Since the 
review is targeted and focused on developing an in-depth understanding of the indicator(s) 
of concern, the data collected should be likewise focused and specific.

3. The on-site review team analyzes available data, develops conclusions, and identifies 
recommended action steps for program improvement. It is critical to employ a rigorous 
process for analyzing data on indicators of concern and developing sound conclusions and 
action steps. We recommend two approaches to analysis—root-cause analysis and gap 
analysis—that are detailed in Tool D.

4. State-designated reviewers complete a draft summary report identifying action steps for 
the program and the state. The program has an opportunity to respond to any and all 
descriptions, recommendations and action steps before the report is finalized.

It is crucial to note that reviewers might conclude that the indicators triggering the review do 
not in fact reflect problems of program quality. In that case, steps 3 and 4 above might not 
require actions steps for the program.

Like with in-depth review, the review team should be made up of at least three professionals, 
including one state department of education representative, one faculty member from outside the 
institution, and one school or district administrator. Reviewers should possess relevant expertise 
for making professional judgments, especially with respect to the indicators driving the review.

Tool D provides more detail about all aspects of targeted review.
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D. Indicators

At the heart of this approach is the idea that program quality should be assessed by examining data 
in four areas: program inputs, program processes, program outputs, and graduate outcomes.16 All 
four areas should be part of the annual report and all four areas should be part of in-depth review.

Together, the annual report and further review (both in-depth and targeted) allow for a complete 
diagnosis in any given area that neither can accomplish alone. Consider an example:

An annual report shows disparities among programs in how graduates perceive the relevance of 
program content. For the vast majority of programs, 80%+ of graduates agree with survey items 
related to relevance, but for one or more programs, less than 70% of graduates agree with the 
items. This variation warrants further investigation. A targeted review might unearth the fact 
that the relatively low scores for a handful of programs stemmed from an issue that has already 
been addressed (such as differentiating assignments to better address relevance to secondary 
versus elementary schools), thus allaying concerns about the low scores. On the other hand, 
a targeted review might find that the program content does not address the needs of aspiring 
charter school leaders (even though many program participants have residencies in charter 
schools). This conclusion might spur an action plan for the targeted programs in which they are 
tasked with making content more relevant for the charter sector.

As this example illustrates, annual reports should not be used alone for high stakes decisions 
because many of the indicators are not direct measures of program quality and/or could be 
misleading on their own.  

The table below defines the four categories of indicators and provides specific data that could 
be part of an assessment of program quality. The annual report prioritizes indicators that are 
important, that can be obtained annually, and that do not require an unreasonable amount 
of effort or resources to obtain and compile on an annual basis. The below recommended 
indicators for the annual report align to the design principles, but ultimately the type and 
number of indicators will likely need to be determined on a state-by-state basis depending on 
data availability and quality. The in-depth review indicators listed are not recommended for 
the annual report because they are less likely to be available across all programs, require sig-
nificant resources to obtain, compile and analyze on an annual basis, and/or include artifacts 
that a state is unlikely to have capacity to review for every program every year. Tool B provides 
rationale for each indicator as well as definitions and considerations for interpreting results of 
these indicators. Tool A supports states in assessing which data are currently available to them.

16. McDavid, J. C., & Hawthorn, L. R. L. (2006). Program evaluation & performance measurement: An introduction to practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Figure 3: Categories of Indicators

Program Inputs Indicators that reflect the program’s ability to recruit and select  
high-potential aspirants and to diversity the pool of aspiring principals

Indicators that reflect the quality of learning experiences for aspiring principalsProgram Processes

Indicators that reflect the success of aspirants in completing a rigorous  
program and being hired into principal and assistant principal rolesProgram Outputs

Indicators that reflect the impact that program graduates have,  
both on practices in the schools they lead and on student learningGraduate Outcomes

Data collected, analyzed 
and reported annually

Data collected and analyzed during 
in-depth review & targeted review
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Indicators for Annual Report ADDITIONAL Indicators and Data for In-Depth Review

Program Inputs: Indicators that reflect the program’s ability to recruit and select high-potential aspirants and 
to diversify the pool of aspiring principals

1. Admissions rate
2. Teaching experience of admitted candidates
3. Strength of instructional expertise of 

admitted candidates
4. Demonstrated leadership potential  

(through experiences leading adults) of 
admitted candidates

1. Rigor and quality of recruitment and selection processes

Program Processes: Indicators that reflect the quality of learning experiences for aspiring principals

1. Graduate perceptions of program content
2. Graduate perceptions of quality of faculty
3. Graduate perceptions of quality of peer 

interactions
4. Use of performance-based assessments
5. Adequacy of internship/residency hours

1. Experience and expertise of instructors
2. Use of a defined competency framework aligned to 

leadership standards
3. Use of research-based content, curriculum, instruc-

tional and assessment practices
4. Implementation of supervised clinical practice with 

authentic leadership opportunities
5. Presence of collaborative relationships for program 

enrichment
6. Use of evaluation practices to support improvement

Program Outputs: Indicators that reflect the success of aspirants in completing a rigorous program and being 
hired into principal and assistant principal roles

1. Program graduation rate
2. Licensure rate
3. Placement (in school leadership roles) rate
4. Retention (in school leadership roles) rate

1. Measures of graduate knowledge and skills developed 
through participation in the program

2. Graduate perceptions of readiness for leadership roles 
based on participation in the program

3. 360°  evaluations of program graduates

Graduate Outcomes: Indicators that reflect the impact that program graduates have, both on practices in the 
schools they lead and on student learning

Graduate and School Practices
1. Leadership effectiveness of graduates 
2. Improvement in school climate in schools 

led by graduates
3. Improvement in teacher effectiveness in 

schools led by graduates

Student Outcomes
1. Improvement in non-cognitive measures of 

student outcomes in schools led by graduates 
2. Student achievement growth in schools led 

by graduates

Additional Data and Analyses of Graduate and School Practices, 
including measures of:

1. Climate
2. Student engagement
3. Discipline levels
4. Teacher morale

Additional Analyses of Student Outcomes Data (e.g., longitudi-
nal, disaggregated), including:

1. Improvement in non-cognitive measures of student 
outcomes in schools led by graduates

2. Student achievement growth in schools led by graduates
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1. Program Inputs: Principal preparation programs should have rigorous recruitment 
and selection processes that result in admitting candidates who have demonstrable 
effectiveness as educators and potential to be effective principals.

Annual Review: Indicators to assess program inputs include program admissions rates, which 
demonstrate whether programs are adequately selective,17 as well as the average number of years 
of teaching, the instructional expertise, and the demonstrated leadership potential (through 
experiences leading adults) of admitted candidates. Principals are more successful in leading 
improvements in teaching and learning when they have been effective classroom teachers,18 and 
are more likely to be able to lead the work and learning of others if they have had experience 
leading grade-level teams or subject area departments. Thus, the percentage of admitted candi-
dates with a record of classroom effectiveness and prior experience as teacher leaders can shed 
light on the selection progress by assessing whether admitted candidates have sufficient founda-
tion for assuming leadership roles. All of these indicators would need to be reported by programs.

In-depth review: The in-depth review provides an opportunity for closer exploration of the types 
and quality of experiences that candidates bring, as well as the recruitment and selection processes. 
Some programs have developed important innovations—including competency-based assessments 
and recruitment strategies for target populations—that can be shared with other programs.

2. Program Processes: Principal preparation programs implement research-based and 
research-validated practices, have skilled faculty and/or staff, and create opportunities 
for authentic leadership practice.

Annual Review: Indicators include perception surveys of graduates and data reported from indi-
vidual programs related to structures and requirements.19 Graduates can inform the state through 
their ratings of the program’s rigor and its relevance to their work as principals, the expertise and 
instructional effectiveness of faculty, and the quality of peer relationships. From programs, the 
state can learn about the quality of clinical learning experiences and whether they use perfor-
mance-based assessments to evaluate candidate growth.20 

In-depth Review: We recommend that the in-depth review of program processes focus on the 
extent to which a program:

• Has a defined competency framework (aligned to leadership standards and research) that 
describes the competencies a principal must have to influence school practices and culture 
in order to drive student achievement and non-cognitive growth.

• Employs conceptually coherent and research-based content, curriculum, instructional, and 
assessment practices that align to the program’s competency framework and incorporate  
clinical learning strategies.

• Offers supervised clinical practice with authentic opportunities to apply and practice 
leadership competencies.

• Fosters collaborative relationships with other organizations such as universities and school 
districts to enrich learning experiences;.

• Engages in regular and rigorous evaluation and enhancement of its practices.

17. Admissions rates should be interpreted with caution, though. For example, low rates might simply indicate extensive recruiting relative to 
available spots rather than rigorous selection, while high rates could be a signal of recruiting that effectively targeted great candidates. However, 
an extremely high admissions rate (90%+) could be a sign that the rigor bar is too low and would require an explanation.

18. The field is currently attempting to build systems to create measures of teacher effectiveness, and the accuracy and validity of such systems are 
evolving. The implementation of sound measures is uneven; thus where available, states could consider: the percent of admitted candidates 
rated effective or above on measures of teacher effectiveness, and the percent of admitted candidates who improved student outcomes based on 
consistent and methodologically sound measures of aggregated individual student growth.

19. A common survey is necessary in order to compare results across programs and response rates should be collected and used to interpret results.
20. Effective leadership programs provide significant opportunities for participants to practice leadership skills in real-life settings through a residency 

or internship. Although the number of hours is not an indicator of quality for this program component, it provides important baseline informa-
tion about the extent to which they exist.
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3. Program Outputs: Effective leadership preparation programs are 
successful in preparing graduates for principal roles.

Annual Review: Recommended indicators include data on candidates’ 
success in completing the programs, passing licensure exams, and being 
hired into and retained in principal roles. For example:

• The percentage of candidates who complete the program.

• The percentage of program completers who become licensed by the 
state (representing readiness to assume assistant principalships and 
principalships).21

• The percentage of licensed graduates hired as school leaders (assis-
tant principals and principals) within three years in the state.22

• The percentage of licensed graduates retained as school leaders 
(assistant principals and principals) for three or more years after 
their initial placement in the state. 

In-depth review: The in-depth program review provides an opportunity 
to analyze patterns in output data including: discrepancies between data 
about program completion and success on licensure exams, analysis of 
performance and circumstances of graduates who were not hired into 
principals’ positions within three years, and analysis of performance and 
circumstances of graduates who were not retained in principal positions 
for three years.

4. Graduate Outcomes: Effective leadership preparation programs 
produce graduates who improve student outcomes and schools. 

Annual Review: Outcomes indicators fall into two categories of data: (1) 
indicators of the quality of practices of principals and educators in schools 
they lead and (2) aggregated individual student growth in schools led by pro-
gram graduates for three years or more. In the first category, we recommend 
the annual report include direct indicators of leaders’ effectiveness (i.e., the 
percent of graduates rated effective or above based on leadership effective-
ness ratings), leading indicators of student achievement that reflect directly 
on the practice of principals (i.e., teacher and student surveys of school 
climate in schools led by program completers, and measures of teacher 
effectiveness). In the second category are non-cognitive student outcomes 
in schools lead by program completers (e.g., discipline, attendance). If valid 
and reliable data are available, we recommend that reported data include 
the percent of graduates who have a positive effect on value-added or other 
growth measures of student achievement.

In-depth Review: We recommend in-depth review carefully assesses school 
contexts (e.g., teacher engagement, student engagement, academic rigor, 
student and staff attendance, working conditions, school climate, parent 
perceptions), additional academic student outcomes (credit accumulation, 
promotion, graduation, achievement), and non-cognitive student outcomes 
(student attendance, student discipline, engagement). In-depth review is also 
an opportunity for programs and state personnel to explore the linkages 
between program features and program outcomes and to use the findings 
from such an exploration for program improvement. 

21. This data point should be a compilation of information reported by the program (e.g., the percent of program completers who do and do not merit 
endorsement for licensure based on assessment of their performance) and information collected by the state (i.e., licensure exam results). 

22. Placement into leadership positions may be delayed due to availability of positions that fit with the specific background and expertise of candidates 
or general job market in a particular region or state. Some graduates might also need one to two more years of practice in teacher leadership 
positions before they are ready for promotion into a school leadership position.

23. Ideally, an effective database would be able to follow leaders across state lines. National databases exist in other professions and one is warranted in education.

Do states have the capacity to 
collect, analyze and use these 
data?

Many states will need to build 
additional, more consistent and 
more accurate data systems 
(especially related to graduates’ 
employment) in order to 
fully pursue the approach we 
describe. Given the mobility of 
leadership candidates, such a 
database would need capacity 
to follow candidates within the 
state, across both public and 
private sectors.23

In addition to ensuring accurate 
data systems, states will 
need to develop the capacity 
to analyze data in a rigorous 
manner. It is important for 
state personnel to have 
the requisite expertise for 
analyzing and interpreting 
indicators of program impact 
in light of contextual factors 
that influence program and 
outcome measures.

There are substantial 
challenges to creating such 
systems and capacities, 
not least the need to 
make substantial financial 
investments in systems for 
data reporting and analysis. 
These challenges should 
temper expectations, but they 
should not stop states from 
considering their readiness and 
current capacity for improving 
existing program evaluation 
practices. We recommend that 
states engage in a rigorous self-
assessment of their capabilities 
as a starting point (see Section 
VI for more details).
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Why should states consider using student achievement to evaluate preparation programs when student achievement 
outcomes are influenced by so many other things?

It is very difficult to disentangle preparation program effects 
from other school effects on student achievement.24 For 
example, school effects might be influenced by teaching 
quality, school culture, curricula, and/or resources. However, 
strong program evaluation examines the entire theory of 
action of a program, from inputs through outcomes.25 Even 
if it’s not entirely possible to attribute the final outcomes 
of student achievement to principals, it can be useful to 
track achievement as an indicator of a desired outcome of 
preparation programs. Thus, in the context of examining 
all components of the evaluation pathway, we recommend 
using student achievement if and when it is used as part of a 
two-stage process (as described in this document) and when 
users understand the limitations of using their state’s student 
achievement measures for this purpose.26

This approach is similar to how indicators are used in 
the medical field. Doctors regularly take patients’ blood 
pressure during each visit. An above-average blood pressure 
reading should not be used for a high-stakes decision like 
surgery (after all, someone’s blood pressure might be high 
on a particular day because they are feeling anxious about 
something), but it can be a useful piece of information when 
used alongside other information (such as symptoms and/
or family history) to decide when additional information 
gathering is warranted.  

States utilize different methodologies to create school-level 
measures of student achievement. Value-added measures 
(VAMs) are becoming a more common measure of student 
achievement because they isolate the school impact on 
growth in student achievement growth by controlling for 
other factors, but the actual methodology of VAMs varies 
from state to state. For the purpose of evaluating principal 
preparation programs, states should, at minimum, use 
measures that examine individual growth (that is, control 
for prior achievement), maximize the number of students 
included in the measures, and—if possible—take into 
account when the principals started their tenure at the school.

Due to the difficulties involved in isolating principal effects 
from other non-observed school and/or district effects, 
measures of student achievement should not be used on their 
own for high-stakes decisions about individual principals. 
However, several prominent research organizations (e.g., 
American Educational Research Association, National 
Research Council, and National Academy of Education)27 
recommend using VAMs to evaluate preparation programs, 

particularly if the data are used in combination with other 
indicators.28 Despite major limitations of student achievement 
measures, they can be helpful to identify tail ends of a 
distribution, making them a useful diagnostic measure.

Aggregating data at the school level introduces particular 
constraints on what student achievement data can validly 
and reliably communicate about principal effects. Obvious 
threats to validity include district-level variables, tenure 
in role, the time period between program completion to 
placement, school context, and variations in tests used by 
different districts. Further, student achievement measures 
cannot control for unobserved variables related to school 
or district context. Therefore, the results could insert 
unfair bias into evaluations (e.g., schools whose graduates 
enter easier settings could appear to have more successful 
graduates, and which could incentivize programs not 
to place graduates in more challenging schools and/or 
district settings). Based on available research, we believe 
the concerns regarding bias are legitimate. Even though 
combining student achievement measures across multiple 
years decreases the standard error of these scores, the 
model could still introduce bias for particular contexts. 

Given these concerns and other cautions in the research, we 
recommend that VAM and student growth data be used in 
the following ways:

Student achievement measures included in the annual 
reports should:
•  not be used alone for high-stakes decisions about program status;
•  control for prior student achievement, school context and 

principal characteristics;
•  be used only when a sample of at least 10 schools run by 

program graduates is available to include in the analysis; and
•  be used only for principals who have been in place for 

three or more years. 

Analysis of student achievement measures as part of deeper 
program review should include:
• comparing results to a matched comparison group; 
•  identifying the trajectories of student achievement 

measures prior to the employment of the graduate from 
the principal preparation program;

•  investigating root causes for lower-than-average results; and 
•  encouraging programs to follow up with graduates to 

gather their own information about factors that are 
influencing student outcome results.

24. Grissom, J.A., Kalogrides, D., & Loeb, S. (2015). Using student test scores to measure principal performance. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis 37(1): 3-28; Fuller, 
E. J., & Hollingworth, L. (2014). A Bridge Too Far? Challenges in Evaluating Principal Effectiveness. Educational Administration Quarterly, 50(3), 466-499.; Chiang, H., 
Lipscomb, S., & Gill, B. (2014). Is school value-added indicative of principal quality? Princeton, NJ: Mathematica Policy Research. www.mathematica-mpr.com/publica-
tions/pdfs/education/value-added_principal_quality.pdf.

25. McDavid, J.C., & Hawthorn, L.R.L. (2006). Program evaluation & performance measurement: An introduction to practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
26. Burkhauser, S., Pierson, A., Gates, S. M., & Hamilton, L. S. (2012). Addressing challenges in evaluating school principal improvement efforts. Santa Monica, CA: RAND 

Corporation; Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (2015). CAEP evidence guide. Washington, DC: Author; Feuer, M. J., Floden, R. E., Chudowsky, N., and 
Ahn, J. (2013). Evaluation of teacher preparation programs: Purposes, methods, and policy options. Washington, DC: National Academy of Education.

27. National Research Council and National Academy of Education (2010). Getting value out of value-added: Report of a workshop. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press; 
American Educational Research Association (2014, September 11). AERA-NAED hold successful briefing on teacher evaluation. Retrieved Jun 12, 2015 from http://www.aera.net/
EducationResearch/ResearchandthePublicGood/PublicBriefings/AERANAEDHoldSuccessfulBriefingonTeacherEval/tabid/10902/Default.aspx.

28. The American Statistical Association (2014) states that it can be appropriate to use VAMs “to evaluate effects of policies or teacher training programs by comparing the average 
VAM scores of teachers from different programs.  In these uses, the VAM scores partially adjust for the differing backgrounds of the students, and averaging the results over 
different teachers improves the stability of the estimates” (p.7). American Statistical Association. (2014). Using value-added models for educational assessment. Alexandria, VA: Author.
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E. Summative Evaluation

States are responsible for approving principal preparation programs and renewing that approval 
based on periodic review.29 In order to make consequential decisions about programs—especially 
decisions to revoke approval for under-performing programs, but also decisions to share practices 
from one program as models for other programs—states need to first make sound, data-driven 
summative judgments about programs. Then they need clear processes and decision rules for 
acting on those judgments. We refer to this responsibility as summative evaluation.

State contexts and approval authorities differ significantly, thus a single model of summative 
evaluation is difficult to construct. Instead, we offer these recommendations related to 
summative evaluation:

Arrive at summative judgments only after annual reporting AND on-site review. Alone, 
annual report data are insufficient to inform summative judgments about programs. As noted 
above, the two-stage process provides states with ample opportunity to confirm (or disconfirm) 
data conclusions and arrive at defensible, fair judgments. 

Create enough levels of performance to make the distinctions meaningful. We suggest four 
levels of performance as adequate differentiation and as a sound basis for taking actions relevant 
to any program’s level of performance. Four levels can be defined as:

• Highly effective —Those programs where data on many indicators related to inputs, pro-
cesses, outputs and graduate outcomes exceed targets or expectations set by the state and 
where in-depth review does not result in areas of serious concern (e.g., identified as ineffec-
tive on our suggested rubric). We recommend that reports for highly effective programs be 
augmented to capture a comprehensive description of the practices that are believed to be 
contributing to success. If resources are available, we also recommend that the state invest 
in creating case studies showcasing the practices of these programs and their process for 
ongoing improvement or convene gatherings of preparation programs to highlight effective 
practices for the purpose of continuous improvement.

• Effective programs —Those programs where data on indicators related to inputs, processes, 
outputs and graduate outcomes consistently meets targets or expectations set by the state 
and where in-depth review does not result in multiple areas of serious concern (e.g., iden-
tified as ineffective on our suggested rubric). Since this rating represents the expected level 
of performance for programs in the state, an effective rating triggers renewal. Further, we 
recommend the review team’s report be augmented to capture discrete practices that are 
believed to contribute to success and can be shared with other programs.

• Needs Improvement—Those programs where data on indicators related to inputs, processes, 
outputs and graduate outcomes demonstrate one or more areas of ineffective practice. If data 
on the annual report suggests that a program is at this level, targeted review is a likely step. 
If the program does not remedy the areas of concern in response to the targeted review, then 
the state may suspend program approval until deficiencies are remedied.

• Ineffective—Those programs where data on indicators related to inputs, processes, outputs and 
graduate outcomes demonstrate numerous areas of ineffective practice. If data on the annual 
report suggests that a program is at this level, targeted review is a certainty. These programs 
may have their status suspended until deficiencies are remedied. If the state deems the prob-
lems to be so severe that improvement is unlikely, then the program status is revoked.

29. This guide does not include specific recommendations about processes or criteria for the initial approval of new programs, which is another 
opportunity to hold a high quality bar for preparation. For guidance on that, see Change Agents. New Leaders (2013). Change agents: How states can 
develop effective school leaders. New York, NY: New Leaders http://www.newleaders.org/newsreports/publications/change-agents/.)
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Be clear on how the component parts of program evaluation contribute to a summative 
judgment. The rubrics in Tool C provide reviewers with a template for assigning ratings for 
each major category of program evaluation—inputs, processes, outputs, and graduate out-
comes —based on data from the annual report and further review. 

The design principles call for all four categories to contribute to a summative judgment based 
on annual reporting and in-depth review. However, states will need to determine the relative 
weight of the indicators measured. As states develop more sophisticated systems for tracking the 
placement of graduates into principal roles and the impact that they have on student learning 
and other important outcomes, these measures should take a more prominent role in summative 
judgments about preparation programs. Until such systems are in place, we recommend that 
states maintain higher weights on those indicators for which they have valid and reliable data.

Summative judgments might need to be adjusted based on targeted review. Assume, for example, 
that data compiled within the annual report for a program raise concerns about program processes 
(i.e., there appear to be limited opportunities for aspiring leaders to practice leadership activities in 
a practicum or residency) and program outputs (i.e., the program has a low rate of graduates being 
placed in roles as principals and assistant principals); assume also that the targeted review confirms 
concerns raised by the data. In this case, the program’s summative rating should be adjusted 
downward. However, if the program improves in response to an action plan related to the areas of 
concern, we recommend that ratings be adjusted upwards to reflect that improvement.
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IV. STATE CONDITIONS

Implementing a new, better system of evaluating principal preparation programs is complex 
work. For many states, this work will be new and difficult and will require significant commit-
ment of time, expertise and resources. 

We recommend that states start this work by diagnosing a set of existing conditions and 
proceed based on what that diagnosis reveals. Three considerations are particularly important:

1. The nature and extent of authority for state agencies to approve programs.

2. The extent to which leadership and leadership preparation are priorities in the state 
educational improvement agenda.

3. The extent to which the SEA possesses crucial technical capabilities, especially related to data 
collection and analysis, and substantive program review. 

Resource A provides an overview of how preparation programs are currently reviewed by 
states. This resource can be used to assist in planning as well as in assessing consideration #1 
above. Tool A is a Readiness Diagnostic designed to assist in the assessment of conditions #2 
and #3 above, helping states distinguish whether conditions are prohibitive, workable, or ideal.

A. State Authority for Principal Preparation

States first need to be clear on where authority for approving principal preparation programs 
resides and how that authority is currently employed. Many states do have the authority to 
approve programs, but the nature of that authority and the state entity that possesses the 
authority can vary. In some cases, authority resides with the state board of education, with 
functional responsibility residing with the state education agency. In other cases, the state 
board shares authority with a professional standards board or another public entity.

States also vary in the manner in which they exercise their authority. Twenty-seven states 
and Washington, D.C. require initial program oversight with documentation and site visits. 
Twenty-three states require ongoing state reviews at specified intervals, so that reviews are 
not limited to initial program approval.30

Further, the types of data required for reviews vary. Most states that review programs focus 
their reviews on program standards and processes,31 and most collect information on the 
number of preparation program graduates. But few collect information on the performance 
of graduates or the programs from which they graduate. Nor do most states have accurate 
longitudinal data on principal job placement, retention rates by principal preparation pro-
grams, principal job effectiveness (as measured by performance evaluation ratings) by principal 
preparation program, or principal job effectiveness (as measured by school outcomes or student 
achievement) by principal preparation programs.32

B. Leadership as a State Priority

The next consideration for states is the extent to which principal leadership, and more particularly 
principal preparation, is a priority for state leaders. Within education, state leaders may be focused 
on a wide array of issues, ranging from the adequacy of state funding, to the content of student 
learning standards and assessments, to the quality of teacher evaluation systems. State leaders (i.e., 
governors, legislators, state board members, chief state school officers, associations and others) also 
may differ on the relative priority of issues, let alone particular solutions to those issues. 

30. Anderson, E., & Reynolds, A. (accepted). State of state policies for principal preparation program approval and candidate licensure. Journal of 
Research in Educational Administration.

31. Ibid.
32. Briggs, K., Rhines Cheney, G., Davis, J., & Moll, K. (2013). Operating in the dark: What outdated state policies and data gaps mean for effective 

school leadership. Dallas, TX: The George W. Bush Institute.
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We recommend that state leaders consider whether there is agreement—including among key 
stakeholders such as deans of colleges of education and principals’ associations—that principal 
leadership is among the state’s major priorities. Ideally, these leaders and stakeholders share 
an understanding of how improved principal leadership will contribute to improved educa-
tional outcomes. If state political leaders and relevant agencies have a shared commitment to 
improving principal preparation programs, there are a number of steps that can be taken such 
as the modification of existing policies that support program review processes and the targeting 
of funds to support implementation of the guidance offered in this document. And finally, 
meaningful improvement is more likely if the state education agency is seen as a supportive 
partner interested in improvement and innovation, not just compliance.

C. Technical Capabilities

The third consideration for states is the extent to which they have, or can build, a set of techni-
cal capabilities crucial to effective design and implementation of a system of program review. 
These capabilities include:

1. Data and data system requirements. In order to implement a system that meets the 
design criteria described in this guide, a state needs a robust annual data system that 
includes important data and enables tracking over time. The system we recommend would 
include data on student performance and data on individual educators, including their role 
(e.g., teacher, principal, assistant principal, other school leader, district leader), preparation 
program, licensure status, and effectiveness ratings from an educator evaluation system. 
Ideally, the data system also includes information such as school-level data that can be 
connected back to the leader and her/his preparation program (e.g., student demographics, 
attendance rates, graduation rates, and achievement data, as well as other indicators). 
 
Without these capabilities, we recommend a state start small. For example, states could 
limit the evaluation to available data (e.g., program input data collected and submitted by 
programs) and fund and incentivize programs to collect and report on their own output 
and impact data. However, data collected in this way should be interpreted with caution 
and not made public due to concerns about verification. Meanwhile, the state could invest 
in building a more robust data system.

2. Data compilation and analysis capacity. In order to implement a system that meets the 
design criteria described in this guide, a state would need substantial capacity to compile, 
clean and analyze data. This capacity is both a resource consideration, in that the state 
needs to fund the analytical capability, as well as an expertise consideration. Ideally, those 
conducting the analyses have experience in preparation program evaluation work, particu-
larly with respect to principal preparation program evaluation. 
 
If the state does not have these resources, it might consider seeking partnerships with 
research institutions or consortia with data analysis capabilities. 

3. Review process capacity. In order to implement a system that meets the design criteria 
described in this guide, a state would likely need to invest resources in program review. In 
particular, the state may need to train and maintain a cadre of reviewers for in-depth reviews. 
 
If resources are limited, the state might consider limiting the number of programs requir-
ing in-depth review on an annual basis and/or partnering with approved professional 
associations to conduct the in-depth reviews.

Each of these capabilities is outlined in further detail in Tool A: State Readiness Diagnostic Rubric.
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V. TOOLS AND RESOURCES

Here we describe the supplementary tools and resources designed to support effective imple-
mentation of the approach described in this guide. The tools should be adapted to meet local 
context needs.

Tool/Resource Purpose(s) Description

Tool A: State 
Readiness 
Diagnostic 
Rubric

Enable states to assess the extent to 
which they are ready to implement 
the recommendations provided in 
the guide.

Rubric detailing when conditions for 
this work are prohibitive, workable, 
and ideal. Conditions addressed 
include the focus alignment and 
positioning of state leadership, as 
well as technical capabilities of the 
state education agency

Tool B: Program 
Indicators, 
Rubric and 
Report

Provide states with specifications 
for an annual report that would 
give states consistent information 
to consider during in-depth review 
and decide when to initiate a 
targeted review. Also provides 
candidates and districts basic data 
on programs.

Suggested design for an online 
platform with data and informa-
tion for each preparation program 
in the state including: the status 
of the program and when it is due 
for review, and annual data points 
for multiple measures in each area 
(inputs, processes, outputs and 
program graduate outcomes).

Tool C: 
Handbook for 
the In-Depth 
Review Process

Provides states and programs with 
clear processes and tools to support 
effective enactment of periodic 
in-depth reviews of programs.

Detailed process guide for under-
taking reviews, including sections 
on: data, process, the review team, 
and rubrics to assess programs.

Tool D: 
Handbook for 
the Targeted 
Review Process

Provides states and programs 
with clear processes and tools to 
support effective enactment of 
targeted reviews in response to 
concerning data.

Detailed process guide for under-
taking reviews, including sections 
on: purposes, measures, process, 
and reviewer credentialing.

Resource A: 
Overview of How 
Preparation 
Programs are 
Currently 
Reviewed by 
States

Provide states with information to 
compare their current principal 
preparation program evaluation 
system to recommendations 
proposed in this guide.

State-by-state summary tables 
of what each state requires for 
program approval and oversight, 
including the data that each state 
requires and an analysis of gaps 
between what data are currently 
collected versus data recommended 
for annual review.

Resource B: 
Description of 
Other In-Depth 
Program Review 
Processes

Provides states with background 
on the four types of reviews that 
higher education leadership 
preparation programs are likely to 
experience so they can design their 
system with alignment to these 
systems in mind.

Narrative description of what each 
type of review entails, how often 
they typically occur, and common 
challenges. The final section 
describes factors preparation 
providers consider to be beneficial 
sources of change.

Resource C: List 
of Other Tools 
and Resources

Provides states with links and  
reference citations to tools, 
research, and resources created 
beyond this project.

Bibliographic list of tools and 
resources, including descriptions 
and directions for accessing them.


