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Introduction

In May 1999 and 2000, public school students in grade eight took State tests designed to assess how well they had mastered the State's intermediate (middle-level) learning standards in both English language arts and mathematics. The results of two years of the State's intermediate assessments are challenging school communities (students, parents, teachers and administrators) as well as State policy makers. Student performance varied greatly from one middle-level school to another.

Middle-level schools, regardless of the performance of their students on the State's intermediate assessments, want advice and guidance on what programs work best to meet twin goals of high academic achievement and healthy personal growth.  Those that performed well on tests want to know what needs to be done (or continued) to maintain their high achievement while ensuring that individual needs of students are also met.  Schools that did not perform well want to know what works so they can establish the right conditions for student learning and at the same time support the development of young adolescents.

The New York State Education Department, as part of its middle-level education research initiative, gathered information from principals who are in schools that include at least two of three middle grades (grade six, grade seven, or grade eight).  Target principals were responsible for distinct middle-level schools (e.g., grades 5-8, 6-8, 7-8, 7-9) or for schools that included middle grades (e.g., grades K/1-8, K/1-12, 6-12, 7-12). Principals of K/1-5 or K/1-6 schools were asked not to complete the survey.

The results of the research study are intended to inform the Department about the professional development needs of both sitting principals and aspiring middle-level building leaders and their feelings about the impact of standards on their schools. 

Electronic Survey Provides Immediate Data

The Staff and Curriculum Development Network (SCDN), using their website housed at the Wayne Finger Lakes BOCES (AccelerateU.org), assisted the New York State Education Department (SED) in conducting an anonymous statewide survey of principals of schools with middle-level grades outside New York City. David Payton and Kathleen Ordway, SED staff, developed the survey instrument.  Members of the SCDN and the Statewide Network of Middle-Level Education Liaisons were recruited to contact principals of schools that housed at least two of three middle-level grades (grades six, seven, or eight).  They received directions as to how to access and complete the survey instrument, which contained 20 questions requiring simple clicks on boxes for responses.  The survey instrument was open for use from February 15 until April 15, 2002.  A total of 222 principals submitted completed surveys, a return rate exceeding 25%.

Who Were the Principals That Participated in the Survey?

The survey results show an aging and traditional population of sitting middle-level principals.  Of the 222 principals who participated in the survey:

· 63% were male and 37% were female. 

· 60% were 50 years or older. 

· 81% were appointed to their first principalship between the ages of 30 and 50 years old.

The results of the survey indicate that the principals who completed the instrument had extensive educational (non-administrative) experience, often at the middle level, prior to assuming the principalship: 

· 73% had over 10 years experience as a classroom teacher, counselor, or other non-administrative position.  18% had over 20 years of non-administrative educational experience.

· 47% had over 10 years experience as a classroom teacher, counselor, or other non-administrative position at the middle level and 12% had over 20 years.

In examining the administrative experience information self-reported by respondents, it appears that the sample who completed the survey have served as principals at any level for a limited period of time:

· Almost a third of the respondents (32%) have 1 - 3 years experience, and another third (38%) have had 4 - 9 years experience as a principal at any level.  

Those who responded have had much less experience as a middle-level principal:

· More the a third (37%) have 3 or fewer years of experience as a middle-level principal, and almost a quarter (24%) have had only 4 to 6 years of experience. Three-quarters have had less that 10 years of experience at the middle level.

The primary path to the middle-level principalship appears to be via the assistant principal position. 

· Of the respondents, 58% had served as an assistant principal prior to accepting their first middle-level principalship.   Half of these (28%) had been assistant principals at the middle level.

· 9% had held another principal position.

· 13% were appointed from a middle-level teacher position.

What Schools Are Represented By the Principals Who Responded?

Principals from a broad representation of school districts, geographic regions, and types of schools participated in the survey.  Respondents were asked not to identify their specific school or school district so as to maintain the confidentiality of the individuals completing the survey.

· The 222 middle-level principals who completed and submitted surveys represented 33 BOCES and 3 of the 4 Large Cities.  Principals from New York City did not participate.

· The majority of respondents (85%) were principals in suburban or rural school districts; 6% were from the Big Four; and 9% were from the Small Cities.

· Approximately 25% of the responding principals were from downstate districts from the following counties: Rockland, Westchester, Putnam, Nassau and Suffolk.

The Principals represent a total middle school student enrollment of 129,934 students:

· Grade 5:
 5,962

· Grade 6:
34,829

· Grade 7:
44,066

· Grade 8:
42,125

· Grade 9:
 2,952

Configurations of grade levels in buildings of the respondents varied widely:

· 9% of principals worked in schools housing grade levels K-2.

· 21% were in schools housing grades 10 - 12.

What Background of Education and Experience Do Middle Level Principals Bring to Their Positions?

The Principals have, as a group, a broad and diverse education background.  In the aggregate, they report 32 different majors at the undergraduate level. 

· 18% of the respondents majored in the Social Sciences. 

· 14% majored in Elementary Education. 

· 8% majored in Secondary Education

· 8% majored in Mathematics.  

· 7% majored in Life Sciences.

· 7% majored in Vocational-Technical.

· Only 6% indicated that they had majored in the Humanities.

· Only one respondent indicated a major in Middle-Level Education.

The results of the survey also revealed a lack of graduate-level preparation in the area of middle-level Education:

· 50% of principals responding to the survey reported having no courses dealing specifically with middle-level education.

· Only 5% reported taking more than 5 courses related to middle-level education.

Which Areas of Study, in Preparation for Administration, Were Most Useful?

Principals were asked to show the degree of usefulness of common areas of study in higher education administrative preparation programs, by rating them on a four-point scale from Not At All Useful to Essential.  The areas of study they considered were:

1) Budget/finance/fiscal management

2) Collaborative decision-making/group processing

3) Community/parent issues

4) Curriculum development

5) Learning standards

6) Standards-based assessment/high stakes testing

7) Foundations/theory

8) Instructional leadership

9) Internship/field experiences

10) Interpersonal skills/relationships

11) Middle level best practices

12) Legal issues

13) Mentorships

14) Oral and written communication skills

15) Organizational development/change processes

16) Program evaluation and accountability

17) Site-based/school improvement planning

18) Research methods

19) Scheduling

20) School Board relations/politics

21) Site-based management

22) Special Education/IDEA

23) Staff supervision/evaluation

24) Education reform

25) Technology

All areas of study were shown to be useful in preparation for the performance of their jobs.  The studies showing the highest usefulness, rated essential by 63% of the principals, were the management issues - 10) interpersonal skills and 23) supervision/evaluation.    Academic issues - 8) instructional leadership, 11) middle level best practices, 4) curriculum development, 5) learning standards and 6) assessments - were also rated highly.  

The areas rated least useful - 7) theory and 18) research - were shown as “Not Useful At all” by 8% of the principals.  

How Do Principals Rate the Environment within which They Work?

Principals were asked to show the degree of satisfaction they feel with various components of their jobs as a principal of a school with middle-level grades, including:

1) the realization of expectations you had when you took the job

2) the amount of time you devote to the job

3) the results that you achieve

4) the salary that you receive

5) the overall working conditions

6) the amount of help you receive from your immediate supervisor

7) the rapport you have with your supervisor

8) the rapport you have with your administrative colleagues

9) the rapport you have with your teachers

10) the rapport you have with your students

11) the rapport you have with parents and members of the community

The areas of their jobs that principals reported the greatest satisfaction (either satisfied or very satisfied) were 8) rapport with administrative colleagues, 9) rapport with teachers, 10) rapport with students, and 11) rapport with parents and community members. Over 90% reported great satisfaction in these areas, and 95% reported such in 10 and 11.  The interpersonal aspects of the position seem to carry the most satisfaction for responding principals.

The principals were least satisfied (Dissatisfied) with 2) amount of time, 4) salary and 6) help from immediate supervisor, in that order.  Support for doing the job – whether it is time, money, or help – represent the areas where principals are most dissatisfied.  Interestingly, although 87% reported they were satisfied or very satisfied with their rapport with their supervisor (the interpersonal aspect), only 76% showed satisfaction with the help received from that person (the support aspect).

What Impact Have State Assessments Had on Middle Level Education?

Principals were asked to report whether the State’s intermediate assessments have had  “No Impact,” a “Positive Impact,” or a “Negative Impact” on the areas in which they provide instructional leadership in their school, including:

1) Advisory Program

2) Curriculum

3) Exploratories (encore courses)

4) Instructional Delivery

5) Instructional Grouping Practices

6) Remediation (AIS) Practices

7) Scheduling

8) School Climate

9) Student Learning

10) Teacher Planning Time

11) Teaming

The largest positive impact (82%) was reported on Curriculum.  Only 2 principals (less than 1%) reported no impact.  Other large areas of positive impact were Instructional Delivery (68%), Remediation (64%), and Student Learning (63%).  

The largest negative impact (62%) was reported on School Climate.  Scheduling was the next area to be reported as having received a negative impact (52%).  

Other areas reported being negatively affected or unaffected were the Advisory Program (85%), Teacher Planning Time (76%), Exploratories (75%), and Teaming (65%).  The rating of impact on Instructional Grouping was fairly evenly split, with 44% of principals reporting a positive impact, 27% reporting a negative impact and 27% reporting no impact.

Principals also provided information on the impact of the intermediate State assessments on the use of time in their school for:

1) Advisory Program

2) Exploratories

3) Instruction

4) Remediation

5) Teacher Planning Time

The largest increase in time reported was in Remediation (81%).  The next largest increase was in the area of Instruction (48%) with only 27% reporting a decrease of time for Instruction. 

Time for Advisory Program showed either no change (60%) or a decrease (29%) in the amount of time.  Time for Exploratories (art, music, home and careers, technology education) showed no change (50%) or a decrease (40%).  The impact on Teacher Planning Time was split, with 45% reporting no change, 26% reporting increased time, and 27% reporting decreased time.

Conclusion 

The results of the survey describe a population of middle level principals who are consistently satisfied with the interpersonal aspects of their responsibilities in middle level education.  They are utilizing the administrative preparation provided for their certification.  They have responded to the learning standards and intermediate assessments with positive change in their schools, by improving curriculum and focusing increased time on instruction - both first teaching and remediation. 

The aspect of their position where it appears that a need exists is the area of support.  The survey shows lesser satisfaction with the support from the immediate supervisor, and little or no focus on middle level education in the coursework that they study.  This finding suggests that improvements are needed in pre-service and professional development programs.  Existing courses should be re-designed to incorporate research-based information about the initiatives that will support academic achievement and healthy personal growth of this age group of students.  Ongoing professional development programs should be available for all school administrators to improve their skills and keep up on the latest research in these areas.  

The survey results reflect the responses of a broad statewide sample of middle level principals.  The vast majority is among older school personnel (60% over 50 years old), and yet a vast majority (61%) has 6 or fewer years experience in their position.  This finding suggests the need for a systematic approach to recruiting, educating, mentoring, and maintaining a large number of new principals for middle level schools.  Because of the unique needs of middle level students, development programs should provide programs specifically targeted to the middle level education.  

We have all the information gathered on the essential elements of middle level education.  We know that there are many educators who prefer the environment of the middle school and enjoy the interpersonal aspects of this level.  We now need to build a structure of development and support to help increase the number of aspiring middle level principals, sustain well-prepared principals, and thereby improve student learning and development. 

THE PERCEIVED IMPACT OF NEW YORK STATE’S 

INTERMEDIATE (MIDDLE-LEVEL) ASSESSMENTS 

ON SCHOOLS WITH MIDDLE-LEVEL GRADES
	PROGRAM OR 

PRACTICE
	TOTAL

RESPONSES
	NO 

IMPACT
	POSITIVE IMPACT
	NEGATIVE IMPACT

	Advisory Program
	216
	125 (57.9%)
	28 (13.0%)
	63 (29.2%)

	Curriculum
	218
	2 (01.0%)
	183 (83.9%)
	33 (15.1%)

	Exploratories (Encore Courses)
	215
	78 (36.3%)
	48 (22.3%)
	89 (41.4%)

	Instructional Delivery
	218
	19 (08.7%)
	152 (69.7%)
	47 (21.6%)

	Instructional Grouping Practices
	217
	59 (27.2%)
	99 (45.6%)
	59 (27.2%)

	Remediation Practices (AIS)
	214
	19 (08.8%)
	141 (65.9%)
	54 (25.2%)

	Scheduling
	218
	54 (24.8%)
	49 (22.5%)
	115 (52.8%)

	School Climate
	216
	30 (13.9%)
	50 (23.1%)
	136 (63.0%)

	Student Learning
	216
	27 (12.5%)
	141 (65.3%)
	48 (22.2%)

	Teacher Planning Time
	216
	86 (39.8%)
	47 (21.8%)
	83 (38.4)

	Teaming
	216
	94 (43.5%)
	71 (32.9%)
	51 (23.6%)


THE PERCEIVED IMPACT OF NEW YORK STATE’S 

INTERMEDIATE (MIDDLE-LEVEL) ASSESSMENTS 

ON THE USE OF TIME IN SCHOOLS WITH MIDDLE-LEVEL GRADES

	PROGRAM OR 

PRACTICE
	TOTAL

RESPONSES
	NO 

CHANGE
	INCREASED

TIME
	DECREASED TIME

	Advisory Program
	215
	133 (61.9%)
	17 (07.9%)
	65 (30.2%)

	Exploratories (Encores)
	216
	110 (50.9%)
	16 (07.4%)
	90 (41.7%)

	Instruction
	217
	50 (23.0%)
	107 (49.3%)
	60 (27.6%)

	Remediation Practices (AIS)
	217
	15 (06.9%)
	181 (83.4%)
	21 (09.7%)

	Teacher Planning Time
	216
	100 (46.3%)
	57 (26.4%)
	59 (27.3%)


NEGATIVE IMPACT / TYPE OF SCHOOL DISTRICT

	NEGATIVE IMPACT
	All Schools
	Downstate, Suburban, at least 40% Free Lunch
	Downstate, Suburban, less than 40% Free Lunch

	TIME FOR PROGRAMS
	
	
	

	Teacher Planning Time
	38%
	71%
	47%

	Scheduling
	53%
	57%
	73%

	CHANGES IN TIME
	
	
	

	Decrease in Teacher Planning Time
	28%
	50%
	35%


THE DEGREE OF SATISFACTION WITH JOB ENVIRONMENT AS PRINCIPAL OF SCHOOL WITH MIDDLE-LEVEL GRADES

	
	TOTAL RESPONSES
	VERY SATISFIED
	SATISFIED
	DISSATISFIED
	UNSURE

	Realization of Expectations
	217
	78 (36%)
	104 (48%)
	25 (11%)
	10 (4%)

	Time Devoted to Job
	218
	49 (23%)
	94 (43%)
	71 (32%)
	4 (2%)

	Results Achieved
	217
	69 (32%)
	117 (54%)
	25 (12%)
	6 (3%)

	Salary Received
	218
	37 (17%)
	120 (55%)
	59 (27%)
	2 (1%)

	Working Conditions
	216
	80 (37%)
	104 (48%)
	28 (13%)
	4 (2%)

	Help from Immediate Supervisor
	218
	73 (33%)
	98 (45%)
	42 (19%)
	5 (2%)

	Rapport with Supervisor
	217
	107 (49%)
	88 (41%)
	19 (9%)
	3 (1%)

	Rapport with Admin. Colleagues
	217
	148 (68%)
	61 (28%)
	4 (2%)
	4 (2%)

	Rapport with Teacher
	217
	143 (66%)
	63 (29%)
	6 (3%)
	5 (5%)

	Rapport with Students
	218
	154 (71%)
	59 (27%)
	4 (2%)
	1 (.5%)

	Rapport with Parents/ Community
	217
	126 (58%)
	86 (40%)
	4 (2%)
	1 (.5%)


JOB SATISFACTION / TYPE OF SCHOOL DISTRICT

	Very Satisfied / Satisfied
	All Schools
	 Upstate, Small City Districts, less than 40% Free Lunch
	Upstate, Small City, at least 40% Free Lunch
	Upstate, Big 4 Districts, at least 40% Free Lunch

	Amount of Time Devoted to Job
	66%
	45%
	40%
	69%

	Salary Received
	72%
	73%
	57%
	69%

	Help from Immediate Supervisor


	78%
	82%
	71%
	46%


THE REPORTED VALUE OF AREAS OF STUDY IN H.E. ADMINISTRATOR PREPARATION COURSES

	COURSE OF STUDY
	ESSENTIAL
	VERY USEFUL
	SOMEWHAT USEFUL
	NOT AT ALL USEFUL

	Finance
	16%
	34%
	46%
	5%

	Collaboration
	39%
	45%
	15%
	.5%

	Community/Parent
	32%
	53%
	14%
	1%

	Curriculum Development
	52%
	37%
	11%
	0

	Learning Standards
	51%
	37%
	11%
	1%

	Assessments
	48%
	36%
	14%
	2%

	Foundations / Theory
	11%
	33%
	47%
	8%

	Instruct. Leadership
	59%
	33%
	8%
	.5%

	Internship
	53%
	38%
	8%
	.5%

	Interpersonal Skills
	64%
	27%
	8%
	0

	MLE Best Practices
	56%
	38%
	4%
	2%

	Legal Issues
	30%
	47%
	22%
	1.5%

	Mentorships
	19%
	55%
	24%
	2%

	Communication Skills
	51%
	39%
	9%
	.5%

	Organization / Change
	40%
	49%
	10%
	.5%

	Program Evaluation / Accountability
	40%
	50%
	10%
	.5%

	Site-based Planning
	24%
	47%
	28%
	1%

	Research Methods
	7%
	42%
	28%
	8%

	Scheduling
	45%
	39%
	14%
	1.5%

	School Board Relations
	14%
	47%
	36%
	3%

	Site-based Management
	17%
	53%
	28%
	2%

	Special Education
	34%
	51%
	14%
	1.5%

	Staff Supervision / Evaluation
	64%
	29%
	6%
	.5%

	Education Reform
	16%
	55%
	27%
	2%

	Technology
	30%
	51%
	17%
	1.5%


USEFULNESS OF STUDY / TYPE OF SCHOOL DISTRICT

	RATED: ESSENTIAL
	All Schools
	Upstate, Small City, at least 40% Free Lunch
	Upstate, Big 4 Districts, at least 40% Free Lunch
	Downstate, Suburban, at least 40% Free Lunch

	Instructional Leadership
	59%
	100%
	92%
	86%

	Oral & Written Communication Skills
	51%
	57%
	92%
	92%

	MLE Best Practices
	56%
	71%
	85%
	100%
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