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Perceptions of School
Leadership: Implications for
Principal Effectiveness

E

ffective principal leadership practices improve
school organization, teaching, and student
achievement outcomes. These practices include
framing and communicating a school’s goals
and mission, creating shared expectations
of high performance, clarifying roles and objectives,
and promoting professional development.1 The quality
of principal leadership is the second-most influential
school-based effect on student achievement (after classroom instruction).2
However, research demonstrates that teachers
tend to rate principals lower on important leadership
practices than principals rate themselves, and this
mismatch in perception could have negative consequences. Numerous studies in the fields of human
resources and organizational management reveal that
leader self-awareness—when leader self-perception is in
agreement with what subordinates perceive—is directly
related to leadership effectiveness.3 The degree to which
leaders rate themselves more highly than do subordinates correlates with diminished organizational outcomes, including reduced subordinate job satisfaction
and productivity.4 Specific to education, negative teacher
perception of school leadership correlates with teacher
burnout and reduced teacher collaboration.5

The AEP asked a nationally representative sample of teachers and principals whether perceptions of school
leadership practices vary by educator
position. In the spring 2017 survey, we
asked teachers and principals to indicate their agreement with the following
statements:
• The principal at this school communicates a clear vision for the school.
• The principal at this school sets high
standards for teaching.
• The principal at this school makes clear
to staff expectations for meeting instructional goals.1
The AEP intentionally does not survey both principals and
teachers from the same school. For principals, the questions
were phrased as, “Relative to my ideal for my school and myself,
I currently . . .” These questions are based on the University of
Chicago Consortium on School Research’s 5Essentials Survey
(University of Chicago, 1994).
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Principals Almost Universally
Rate Their Leadership Highly
Principals almost universally agreed that they communicate a clear vision for their schools, set high
standards for teaching, and make clear to staff expectations for meeting instructional goals (more than
98 percent). This result is particularly striking, given
that principals were asked to rate themselves “relative
to my ideal for my school and myself.” These perceptions were consistent across principals in schools of
varying demographic profiles.

Teachers Rate Principals Highly,
But Gaps in Perceptions Exist
When asked to rate their principals along the same
dimensions, a majority of teachers in the survey
agreed with the statements. Eighty-four percent of
teachers agreed that principals set high expectations
for teaching. As shown in Figure 1, fewer teachers
agreed on the other aspects of principals’ school
leadership, with 77 percent agreeing that principals had clear expectations and 79 percent agreeing that principals communicated clear visions for
their schools. Despite these broadly positive results,
large disparities in perceptions exist between principals and teachers on all three questions—from

14 to 20 percentage points. These disparities suggest
that a significant minority of teachers do not agree
with principals’ self-perceptions, highlighting potential barriers to a cohesive school culture.6

Discussion
The AEP data are consistent with previous findings
that principals have highly positive self-perceptions
of their own leadership practices—and that, while
teachers consistently rate principals positively,
significant gaps between teachers’ and principals’
perceptions exist. Given the importance of principals’
leadership practices in fostering a positive school
culture, quality teaching, and student performance,
the disparities in perceptions—even though the
principals and teachers in this survey are not necessarily from the same school—suggest some room for
improvement. Principals could consider adopting
360-degree reviews to better understand disparities
in teacher and principal perceptions of leadership
practices and use the results to guide reflective
organizational improvement; studies in the social
welfare sector have found that more self-aware leaders can use this review information to improve their
Looking at the underlying Likert score, teachers rated principals between 3.1 and 3.3. Teachers are therefore closer to “somewhat” agreeing
with the statements, while principals are closer to “strongly” agreeing.

6

How this Analysis Was Conducted
For each question, we collapsed responses recorded in a Likert scale into dichotomous indicators for
whether the respondent expressed some degree of agreement (somewhat, strongly) or disagreement
(somewhat, strongly). The primary analyses were conducted using weighted linear probability models
to compare the responses of teachers and principals. We also conducted supplemental analyses that
included many additional covariates and a vector of state fixed effects to better understand whether the
associations found in the primary analysis were potentially confounded by characteristics of the schools
or respondents. These weighted, multivariate linear probability models included a series of demographic
control variables from the National Center for Education Statistics Common Core of Data.1
These included school-level variables, such as urbanicity; percentage free and reduced-price lunch; percentage white, black, and Hispanic;
school size; an indicator for elementary school; district-level variables, such as percentage English language–learner students and special
education students; and state-level fixed effects.
1
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overall performance.7 The Vanderbilt Assessment
of Leadership in Education (VAL-ED) is one such
evaluation tool that could be integrated into school
improvement systems.8 More research needs to be
done to explore gaps in the perception of leadership
7
8

within a school, whether these disparities extend to
indicators of principal leadership other than those
discussed here, the causes of these gaps, and the
implications of these gaps in perception between
principals and teachers.

Tiuraniemi, 2008.
Goff, Goldring, and Bickman, 2014.

FIGURE 1

Principals Rate Themselves Highly, Teachers Slightly Less
Positive
Percentage of Educators Agreeing with Statements Concerning Principal Leadership
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NOTE: Vertical red lines represent weighted 95-percent confidence intervals. Asterisks indicate results of a linear probability model used to estimate differences among
teachers and school leaders. *** p < 0.001.

C O R P O R AT I O N

Bibliography
Day, C., Q. Gu, and P. Sammons, “The Impact of Leadership on Student Outcomes: How
Successful School Leaders Use Transformational and Instructional Strategies to Make a
Difference,” Educational Administration Quarterly, Vol. 52, No. 2, 2016, pp. 221–258.

Moshavi, D., F. W. Brown, and N. G. Dodd, “Leader Self‐Awareness and Its Relationship to
Subordinate Attitudes and Performance,” Leadership and Organization Development Journal,
Vol. 24, No. 7, 2003, pp. 407–418.

Goff, P. T., E. Goldring, and L. Bickman, “Predicting the Gap: Perceptual Congruence Between
American Principals and Their Teachers’ Ratings of Leadership Effectiveness,” Education
Assessment, Evaluation, and Accountability, Vol. 26, No. 4, 2014, pp. 333–359.

Owens, S. A., The Relationship Between Elementary School Teachers’ Perceptions of Principals’
Leadership Effectiveness and Teacher Burnout, dissertation, Washington, D.C.: George
Washington University, 2013.

Gurley, D. K., L. Anast-May, M. O’Neal, and R. Dozier, “Principal Instructional Leadership
Behaviors: Teacher Vs. Self-Perceptions,” NCPEA International Journal of Educational Leadership
Preparation, Vol. 11, No. 1, 2016.

Park, J., and S. Ham, “Whose Perception of Principal Instructional Leadership? Principal-Teacher
Perceptual (Dis)Agreement and Its Influence on Teacher Collaboration,” Asia Pacific Journal of
Education, Vol. 36, No. 3, 2016, pp. 450–469.

Hallinger, P., W. Wang, and C. Chen, “Assessing the Measurement Properties of the Principal
Instructional Management Rating Scale: A Meta-Analysis of Reliability Studies,” Educational
Administration Quarterly, Vol. 49, No. 2, 2013, pp. 272–309.

Simmons, M. L., Teachers’ Perceptions of Their Self-Efficacy and Effects of Principal Leadership
Practices on Self-Efficacy Beliefs in Low and High Performing Elementary Schools in South Carolina,
dissertation, Orangeburg: South Carolina State University, 2013.

Hibbard, B. L., Teacher Perception of Principal Leadership Practices: Impacting Teachers’ Sense of
Self-Efficacy in Rural Appalachia Kentucky, dissertation, Richmond: Eastern Kentucky University,
2016.

Sosik, J. J., and V. M. Godshalk, “Self-Other Rating Agreement in Mentoring: Meeting Protégé
Expectations for Development and Career Advancement,” Group and Organization Management,
Vol. 29, No. 4, 2004, pp. 442–469.

Leithwood, K., C. Day, P. Sammons, A. Harris, and D. Hopkins, Successful School Leadership:
What It Is and How It Influences Pupil Learning, Nottingham, United Kingdom: University of
Nottingham, National College of School Leadership, 2006.

Tiuraniemi, J., “Leader Self-Awareness and Its Relationship to Subordinate Assessment of
Organizational Atmosphere in the Social Welfare Sector,” Administration in Social Work, Vol. 32,
No. 4, 2008, pp. 23–38.

Leithwood, K., K. Seashore Louis, S. Anderson, and K. Wahlstrom, How Leadership Influences
Student Learning, New York: The Wallace Foundation, 2004.

University of Chicago, 5Essentials Survey, Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago Consortium on
School Research, 1994.

Marzano, R. J., T. Waters, and B. A. McNulty, School Leadership that Works: From Research to
Results, Alexandria, Va.: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2005.

Yammarino, F. J., and L. E. Atwater, “Understanding Self-Perception Accuracy: Implications
for Human Resource Management,” Human Resource Management, Vol. 32, No. 2–3, 1993,
pp. 231–247.

McCarley, T. A., M. L. Peters, and J. M. Decman, “Transformational Leadership Related to School
Climate: A Multi-Level Analysis,” Educational Management Administration and Leadership,
Vol. 44, No. 2, 2016, pp. 322–342.

About the AEP Data Note Series
The AEP Data Note series is intended to provide brief analyses of teacher and school leader survey results of immediate interest to
policymakers, practitioners, and researchers. If you would like to know more about the dataset, please see the Technical Appendix,
(RR-2575/1-BMGF, www.rand.org/t/RR2575z1) for more information on survey recruitment, administration, and sample weighting. If you are interested in using AEP data for your own analysis or reading other AEP-related publications, please email
aep@rand.org.

About This Report
The American Educator Panels (AEP) are nationally representative
samples of teachers and school leaders across the country.
This study was undertaken by RAND Education and Labor, a
division of the RAND Corporation that conducts research on early
childhood through postsecondary education programs, workforce
development, and programs and policies affecting workers, entrepreneurship, financial literacy, and decisionmaking. This study was
sponsored by The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, which focuses on ensuring that all students graduate from high school prepared
for college and have an opportunity to earn a postsecondary degree
with labor-market value. For more information, please visit www.
gatesfoundation.org.
More information about RAND can be found at www.rand.org.
Questions about this report should be directed to ktosh@rand.org,
and questions about RAND Education and Labor should be directed to educationandlabor@rand.org.
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