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Assessment to Rate Principal Leadership to Be Field-Tested
By Lynn Olson

Starting next month, 300 schools nationwide will take part in a
field test of a new way to gauge principals’ effectiveness.

Known as VAL-ED, for the Vanderbilt Assessment of Leadership in
Education, the tool has been developed by a team of leadership
and testing experts at Vanderbilt University and the University of
Pennsylvania to measure leadership behaviors that research has
found are associated with student achievement.

“Once principals are on the job, evaluation probably is the key
leverage point that you need to get your hands on if you really
want to move instructional leadership,” said Joseph F. Murphy,
one of the developers of the new measure and a professor of
education at Vanderbilt in Nashville, Tenn.

“The bottom line is superintendents can talk until their tongues fall
out about learning-centered leadership, or instructional
leadership,” he said, “but if they evaluate principals on criteria and standards that are different from that,
principals are going to gravitate to the reality, not the language.”

VAL-ED assesses principals on six core components related to student learning, including setting high
standards for achievement and creating a culture of learning and professional behavior in the school. It also
measures a principal’s ability to plan, implement, support, advocate, communicate, and monitor activities in
each of those areas.

The measurement tool is aligned with the standards for school leaders developed by the Interstate School
Leaders Licensure Consortium, which is made up of states.

Reliable and Valid

But what will really set VAL-ED apart, according to its designers, are its psychometric properties.

While districts nationwide have developed hundreds, if not thousands, of instruments for measuring principals’
performance, few of those measures have undergone rigorous studies of their validity and reliability. That’s
true despite the fact that they are often used to make high-stakes decisions, such as whether principals will
receive pay raises and continue in their jobs.

“If you don’t have reliable and valid information, the inferences you’re going to make are going to be like
chance,” said Andrew C. Porter, the dean of the graduate school of education at the University of
Pennsylvania, located in Philadelphia. He is one of the testing experts who helped develop VAL-ED, along with
Mr. Murphy; Stephen N. Elliott, who holds the Dunn Family chair in educational and psychological assessment
at Vanderbilt; and Ellen Goldring, a Vanderbilt professor of education policy and leadership.

VAL-ED is being crafted with a three-year, $1.5 million grant from the New York City-based Wallace



Measuring Up
The Vanderbilt Assessment of Leadership in
Education, or VAL-ED, measures how well a
principal ensures six core components of 
schools related to student achievement are
in place:

1. High standards for student learning:
Individual, team, and school goals for
rigorous academic and social learning are
set.

2. Rigorous curriculum: Ambitious
academic content is provided to all students
in core academic subjects.

3. Quality instruction: Effective
instructional practices maximize academic
and social learning.

4. Culture of learning and professional
behavior: Communities of professional
practice promote student academic and
social learning. A healthy school environment
makes student learning the central focus.

5. Connections to external communities:
Schools forge linkages to families and other
people and institutions in the community
that advance academic and social learning.

6. Performance accountability:
Leadership holds itself and others
responsible for realizing high standards of
student academic and social performance.
The professional staff and the school’s
students exercise individual and collective
responsibility

Source: Vanderbilt Assessment of Leadership in Education

Foundation, which also supports coverage of leadership issues in Education Week.

“If this works, we think it will provide the first reliable way to
identify principal strengths, and what their development needs are,
and the ways that they’re improving over time,” said Edward
Pauly, the director of research and evaluation for the foundation,
“all of which would be extremely valuable to people in the field.”

In preparation for designing VAL-ED, the team gathered about 65
principal evaluations now being used in big-city districts. Only two
of those, said Mr. Porter, provided any documentation of their
psychometric properties.

In contrast, VAL-ED has been subject to a number of traditional
studies used to develop educational measurements. In one study,
principals were asked to sort each item according to the leadership
component it was intended to measure (they did so with 80
percent accuracy). Researchers also conducted two rounds of
cognitive interviews, in which individuals thought out loud as they
completed the evaluation. And they conducted a nine-school pilot
test last spring, which found the instrument had high rates of
reliability (0.95 for the total score, and about 0.90 for each
subscale).

Field Tests

Dennis S. Perry, the principal of the 950-student Henry C. Beck
Middle School, in Cherry Hill, N.J., is one of those who took the
survey instrument and provided the researchers with feedback.

“I think that it’s going to be an effective instrument for quickly
gathering data for the evaluation of administrators,” he said. “Any
tool that will help to provide some sort of consistency, as far as
what the skill sets necessary for administrators are, I think will be
an effective tool.”

The 300-school field test, to be completed during February and
March, will replicate some of the earlier studies. It will include 100
elementary, 100 middle, and 100 high schools across 53 districts
in 27 states. The field test also will be used to allow VAL-ED to
report results in two ways: how a principal performs compared with his or her peers nationwide, and whether
he or she performs at a “basic,” “proficient,” or “distinguished” level, based on expert judgment about what
good-enough performance looks like.

The actual instrument consists of 72 items, which participants can complete in about 20 to 25 minutes. The
tool is designed to give principals “360-degree” feedback about their performance: All the teachers at a
school, the principal, and his or her supervisor complete the evaluation.

Each individual rates the principal’s performance on 72 behaviors, from 1 for “ineffective,” to 5 for
“outstandingly effective,” after first being asked to consider the sources of evidence on which the rating is
based, such as personal observations or school documents. A typical item might ask, for example, “How



effective is the principal at ensuring the school evaluates the rigor of the curriculum?”

Districts will be able to choose whether to use VAL-ED annually or more often, online or in paper-and- pencil
formats. Two parallel forms facilitate using VAL-ED to measure a principal’s growth over time. Districts also
can decide how much weight to give the judgments of teachers compared with that of the principal’s
supervisor; how to use VAL-ED in combination with other information; and whether to measure how a
principal performs compared with his or her peers nationally or against a standard.

Making Judgments

While the results can be used to provide principals with ongoing feedback, and to guide their professional
development, “it’s really a tool to help make judgments about the quality of personnel,” Vanderbilt’s Mr.
Murphy said. “That’s why it’s an evaluation.”

“You can imagine districts using it for principal renewal, for the length of contracts, for incentive pay,” he said.

The estimated cost is about $350 per school.

But the researchers are quick to point out that while VAL-ED may be an improvement over previous evaluation
instruments, it also has its limits.

Essentially, it asks for people’s perceptions of a principal’s leadership behaviors. It does not measure
student-learning gains in the school, customer satisfaction, or the actual presence of the core components in
the school building, such as a rigorous curriculum or high-quality instruction.

Eventually, Mr. Murphy said, a robust evaluation system would include all those measures.

“To assess the strengths and weaknesses of a principal, you really should look beyond just what you learn
from our instrument,” agreed Mr. Porter of the University of Pennsylvania. “It would be ideal if you had direct
measures of the core components— if you had, for example, a direct measure of the rigor of the curriculum.
Also, if you had a direct measure of the value added to student achievement.

“So we’ll be promoting that our instrument be used in conjunction with these other pieces of information.”
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Lifer wrote:

This is interesting in light of the fact that more and more "leadership" positions are being filled by degree-holders who are 

de-programmed to become 'managers of educators'. This is a result of elected school boards selecting businessmen disguised 

as educators instead of dedicated educators for superintendents...for the purpose of micro-management.

It should be evident that efficiency, with the accompanying language of business and manufacturing, is beginning the erosion 

and destruction of excellence, which depends on dedication, sacrifice and professional commitment to children...things that 

bean-counters have never had.

How do you assess what isn't there?
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Lujer wrote:

It is actually more than interesting.. it is so typically business centered. Thanks Lifer for saying what needs to be said. I

though education was student centered. I thought education was about learning to learn.. to learn how to become participants

in our democratic society.. oh..I forgot.. business isn’t about democracy.

Expecting a finite data set to explain practices that are based on perceptions that are treated as truth instead of getting to

know what is really going on in a school. Getting to know what is really going on requires that the viewer understand what

needs to be going on. In order for this to happen the viewer needs to understand the expectations, capabilities, and

philosophy of the person doing the job and a good portion of the infinite number of ways that a ‘good’ job can be done or has

actually done the job well themselves - that would be even better. To understand the ‘quality’ of any person’s capabilities

takes more than some 'validated' instrument. Data gathered is representative of a speck in the life and experiences of an

individual and like the sand castle on a stormy beach, has about as much longevity.

A better title for this is the 'lazy' evaluation instrument as it requires little of the people doing the evaluation. NCLB ... oops..

NPLB .. once again.. Thorndike blots out the Deweyian light once again.. . Too bad.. The more educated some people become

the less they know. 

"Essentially, it asks for people’s perceptions of a principal’s leadership behaviors. It does not measure student-learning gains in

the school, customer satisfaction, or the actual presence of the core components in the school building, such as a rigorous

curriculum or high-quality instruction." 

... and this is going to determine a principal's future.. so why is it no one wants to become a teacher or principal?? 

Not to mention the debatableness of 'how' to best measure student-learning gains, 'customer' (who exactly is the customer.. -

are students customers or are they products ??) core components .. quality teaching and learning to learn.. rather than

cramming content.. and 'rigorous'.. meaning what exactly.. one would hope it means that each child / student is seen as a

unique individual and given the help they need to go from where they are to as far as they can go... kind of 'rigorous' teaching

and understanding that will be able to do this.. .. 'direct measures' .. again with the Thorndikian rhetoric.. you can measure

anything and manipulate it to mean anything.. and validate it by saying it is measuring what we said it would measure.. but 

what exactly is that worth.. so what .. 

A robust evaluation system can include these if you like and many will use and abuse the information just as they now use and 

abuse student testing data, but the real measure of the quality of any individual will only come from the direct connection of 

the evaluator with the person being evaluated - over a long period of time and with a thorough understanding of what they are 

supposed to be doing... Oh.. different people have different understandings.. ?? now what??

View of a former teacher, principal and superintendent..
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chemtchr wrote:

My first task in evaluating pieces of this kind is to analyse where the authors stand on the move by private venture capital to 



Ground Rules for Posting 
We encourage lively debate, but please, no profanity or personal attacks. By commenting, you are agreeing to abide by our user 
agreement.


