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Abstract
This study seeks to examine the perceptions of 32 board of education presidents in New York on superintendent leadership responsibilities and the relationship between principal autonomy, allocating resources to support goals, ensuring board support of goals and student achievement.  Five superintendent leadership responsibilities were used as variables: (1) creating research-relevant goals, (2) monitoring goals, (3) allocating resources to support goals, (4) ensuring board support of goals, and (5) collaborative goals setting with academic achievement. We found that there was a strong correlation between principal autonomy, the five superintendent leadership responsibilities and academic achievement. A structural equation model with 70 percent variance of principal autonomy is explained by the leadership responsibilities of allocating resources to support goals, ensuring board support of goals, and academic achievement.  

Purpose

With the continuing cry for accountability reform for schools, and the increased pressure on school principals to demonstrate higher levels of student performance, the question arises as to whether or not the level of autonomy a principal is given by the superintendent and the board of education president has an impact on academic achievement.  Waters and Marzano (2006) reported that an increase in principal autonomy is associated with an increase in student achievement.  Similarly, Shulman and Sullivan (2005) reported that a successful superintendent allows administrators to implement their own initiatives just as long as they are aligned with the district-level goals.  Boards of education and superintendents need to work together to ensure there is a maintained level of autonomy for principals.  


The purpose of this study was to examine how academic achievement and superintendent leadership responsibilities predict principal autonomy.   There were five variables examined in this study as defined by Waters and Marzano (2006). The five superintendent leadership responsibilities are: (1) creating research-relevant goals, (2) monitoring goals, (3) allocating resources to support goals, (4) ensuring board support of goals, and (5) collaborative goals setting.   These variables provide the basis of inquiry to determine whether or not the perceptions of the board of education president on the leadership responsibilities of the superintendent influenced academic achievement (Murphy, 2009).  Principal autonomy was one of the superintendent leadership responsibilities as defined by Waters and Marzano in this study and we will use it as a dependent variable.
This study was intended to answer the question: Which of the board presidents’ perceptions of superintendent leadership responsibilities, mediated by academic achievement, predict principal autonomy?

Literature Review

Superintendents can have a positive impact on student learning, primarily through the promotion, support and development of principals as instructional leaders (Cudiero, 2005).   The American Association of School Administrators in the 2007 article, The Primacy of Superintendent Leadership, outlined ‘defined autonomy’ and practices as the superintendents’ relationship with the schools (Waters & Marzano, 2007). Superintendents provide autonomy for principals to lead their schools, but also expect alignment to district goals and use of resources for professional development (Waters and Marzano, 2007).  School districts that experience high levels of student achievement do so by focusing energy on supporting principals by developing principal efficacy, and backing a set of practices used by the superintendent and the board of education to encourage principal autonomy. 

Leaders who create schools and districts capable of sustained substantive improvement are not laissez-faire in their approach to education but rather are skillful in implementing the concept of simultaneous loose and tight leadership. The concept also has been referred to as "directed empowerment" (Waterman, 1987) or a "culture of discipline within an ethic of entrepreneurship" (Collins, 2001). This leadership approach fosters autonomy and creativity (loose) within a systematic framework that stipulates clear, non-discretionary priorities and parameters (tight) (Dufour, 2007).  The traditional bureaucracy of education where the superintendent manages and the principal acts as the instructional leader is quickly evolving, as the reform of accountability creates a tighter instructional link between school and district leaders (Kultgen,  2010).

Following the trajectory of the history of this reform movement, the future insinuates the need for a collaborative instructional leadership between all stakeholders under the guidance of the superintendent. Organizational theorists have long argued that organizational efficiency may be enhanced by augmenting employees’ professional autonomy by affording them greater decision-making power over their daily activities (Luthans, 1992).  Therefore, public institutions such as schools have supported the increase in professional autonomy (Huber, Sutcliffe, Miller, & Glick, 1995).
School leaders “exercise a measurable, though indirect, effect on school effectiveness and student achievement,” (Hallinger & Heck, 1998).  Principals influence school performance by shaping school goals, direction, structure, and organizational and social networks. Furthermore, successful principal leadership guides the school policies, procedures and practices that contribute directly to student learning (Hallinger & Heck, 1998).
Factors that affect the influence of autonomy on school outcomes include principal professionalism, flexibility in governance, a systematic understanding of leadership, funding arrangements and accountability practices (Southern Regional Education Board, 2009). These categorical implications are part of a broader level scope of the district including the need for board support of the superintendent to delineate these autonomous responsibilities to the principal and the ability for the superintendent to grant autonomous responsibility to the principal for fiscal expenditures.

School autonomy over budgets, staffing and curricula affect how principals handle key leadership functions (Center on Reinventing Public Education, 2003). Autonomy and authority; granted to very few principals, are needed to exert powerful leadership for student learning. Principals are bound tightly by district and state regulations and policies (Institute for Educational Leadership, 2000). Principals who feel their authority is more commensurate with their responsibility reported that their superintendents and school boards support decentralized decision-making as much as possible (Southern Regional Education Board, 2009).
Waters and Marzano’s (2006) study discovered new boundaries for autonomy. Rather than allowing administrators complete control, they found that when the superintendent provided specific autonomic parameters, the district administration had a positive effect on student success.  The data discovered by the Waters and Marzano meta-analysis proposed that when the superintendent implements three specific parameters, then an atmosphere of defined autonomy results.  The first defined autonomy parameter is the goal setting process that results in non-negotiable goals for achievement and instruction. Furthermore, Waters and Marzano note that when schools align resources and continually monitor and evaluate the progress toward non-negotiable goals, high levels of student achievement occur.  The second parameter encourages strong school-level leadership and responsibility for school success among principals. The third and final parameter relates to the superintendent creating a shared understanding and commitment to a relationship between the district and schools. When all administrative personnel honor and share an understanding of defined autonomy, district level leadership contributes positively to student achievement (Waters & Marzano, 2006).
Method

Design

This study explains, by employing structural equation modeling, the theoretical model that asserts that allocating resources to support goals, ensuring board support of goals and academic achievement affect principal autonomy.  A causal pattern was used in order to analyze the extent to which allocating resources to support goals, ensuring board support of goals and academic achievement correlate to principal autonomy.  After performing a stepwise regression, we found that two of the five superintendent responsibilities, allocating resources to support goals and ensuring board support of goals, showed to be the strongest predictors of principal autonomy.  Lastly, a structural equation model was designed.
Data
The data comes from a larger study conducted by Matthew J. Murphy (2009).  Murphy’s survey consisted of a set of instructions, a demographic section and finally a list of 52 items measuring six superintendent leadership responsibilities with a Likert-type scale as defined by a seven-member jury (Murphy, 2009).  For the purpose of the study, the six leadership responsibilities of the superintendent were defined as follows: (1) Creating research-relevant goals (α = .895): the responsibility of the superintendent to ensure that the district creates long term achievement and instruction goals based on relevant research (Waters & Marzano, 2006; Murphy, 2009).  (2) Providing principal autonomy (α = .888): the responsibility of the superintendent to provide independence to principals to lead their schools within the boundaries defined by the district goals (Waters & Marzano, 2006; Murphy, 2009).  (3) Monitoring goals (α = .849): the responsibility of the superintendent to monitor and evaluate the implementation of the district instructional program to reach the achievement and instruction goals (Waters & Marzano, 2006; Murphy, 2009).  (4) Allocating resources that support the goals (α = .875): the superintendent’s responsibility to ensure resources are dedicated and used for professional development of staff that is aligned with the instruction and achievement goals (Waters & Marzano, 2006; Murphy, 2009).  (5) Ensuring board support of goals (α = .867): the responsibility of the superintendent to ensure that the district instruction and achievement goals are aligned with the board goals and that the board supports these goals (Waters & Marzano, 2006; Murphy, 2009).  (6) Collaborative goal setting (α = .729): the responsibility of the superintendent to set achievement and instruction goals by including all relevant stakeholders, central office staff, building-level administrators, and board members (Waters & Marzano, 2006; Murphy, 2009).  School districts were defined as high or low performing by the compilation of three years of Math A regents results in New York State.  The academic achievement variable was defined as a binary variable where low = 1 and high = 2.  This study used 32 surveys submitted by board presidents from the larger study that also surveyed superintendents. 
Results
	Table 1 
The bivariate correlations among the six leadership responsibilities and academic achievement (N=32)

	
	Research-Relevant Goals
	Monitoring Goals
	Allocating Resources
	Ensuring board support of goals
	Collaborative Goal Setting
	Academic Achievement

	Principal Autonomy 
	R
	.60**
	.62**
	.78**
	.76**
	.69**
	.43*

	
	P
	.00
	.00
	.00
	.00
	.00
	.01

	**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).



Bivariate correlations were produced for all of the variables in this study, including the superintendent providing principal autonomy, creating research-relevant goals, monitoring goals, allocating resources to support goals, ensuring board support of goals of goals, collaborative goal setting and academic achievement (Table 1).  


All five superintendent leadership responsibilities were found to be correlated to principal autonomy at the .01 significance level including creating research-relevant goals (r = .60), monitoring goals (r = .62), allocating resources to support goals (r = .78), ensuring board support of goals of goals (r = .76), and collaborative goal setting (r = .69).  Academic achievement (r = .43) was also correlated with the principal autonomy at the .05 significance level (Table 1).  
	Table 2
Regression analysis to predict principal autonomy

	Model
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	p

	
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	
	

	1
	(Constant)
	6.875
	4.064
	
	1.692
	.101

	
	Allocating Resources
	.793
	.116
	.781
	6.860
	.000

	2
	(Constant)
	7.472
	3.783
	
	1.975
	.058

	
	Allocating Resources
	.489
	.166
	.482
	2.948
	.006

	
	Ensuring board support of goals
	.305
	.127
	.393
	2.403
	.023

	a. Dependent Variable: Principal Autonomy


Through the use of a regression analysis, we tested the hypothesis that academic achievement and the other five leadership concepts predict principal autonomy.  Using a step-wise approach we found that allocating resources to support goals and board agreement are significant predictors of principal autonomy, R2 = .68, adjusted R2 = .65, F (2, 29) = 30.16, p < .01, although correlation shows all variables are significant.  When running the structural equation model we chose to use academic achievement because it is a binary variable (Table 2).
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Figure 1
Structural Equation Model (SEM): Interrelationship of Variables on Principal Autonomy  
A structural equation model is represented in Figure 1 with the independent variables of allocating resources to support goals, ensuring board support of goals and academic achievement.  Academic achievement was originally rejected in the stepwise regression, because it was treated as a normalized variable, but kept for the structural equation model.  The value of .30 shows the correlation between allocating resources to support goals and academic achievement, which indicates 9.0 percent of the variance of allocating resources to support goals relates with academic achievement.  The value of .76 is the correlation between allocating resources and the board of education support, which indicates 57.8 percent of the variance of allocating resources relates with board of education support.  The value of .36 shows the correlation between board of education support and academic achievement, which indicates 13.0 percent of the variance of board of education support relates with academic achievement.  

Also, Figure 1 displays the following influences utilizing the standardized beta weights: value .47 is the effect of allocating resources on principal autonomy, value .34 is the effect of board of education support on principal autonomy, and value .17 is the effect of academic achievement on principal autonomy.  The entries .47, .34, and .17 are standardized beta regression weights.  This predication has an R2 = 0.70, which indicates 70 percent variance of principal autonomy is explained by the allocating resources to support goals, ensuring board support of goals and student achievement.  
Discussion/Conclusion
Early research on the impact of principal autonomy on school effectiveness was generally inconclusive, probably due to unreliable data and lack of explicit linkages between autonomy, teaching and learning. More recent research confirms the links between autonomy and student outcomes (Australian Education Union, 2007).    

In 2005, during the mass restructuring of the New York City Public Schools, the largest urban school district in the United States, Eric Nadelstern, the Chief Academic Officer for New York City Schools, narrowly defined autonomy as an opportunity to demonstrate that if you give principals a chance to make important decisions that they need and their teachers need to make about how kids learn best, then more kids will be more successful (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2005). 
Principals can make a difference.  Principals are concerned with the amount of autonomy and decision-making authority districts are willing to provide (Southern Regional Education Board, 2009). Eric Nadelstern pondered the question, “Is autonomy a reward or a pre requisite?” He concluded, “I believe that autonomy is a pre requisite- that the people closest to the kids and the classroom, principals, teachers in consultation with parents and at the high school level the kids themselves, are the people who are best positioned to determine what kids need to learn” (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2005).
It is our conclusion that principals do need autonomy in order to produce student academic achievement.  However, we believe that a “defined” autonomy, as described by Waters and Marzano (2006) is necessary.  The principal, the superintendent and the board of education must be aligned in their goals in order to successfully achieve desired academic results.  All stakeholders must be invested in the outcome and success of their district.  The principal must feel a level of autonomy but must not be left to make all decisions alone.  Therefore, we believe that “defined” autonomy combined with a collaborative working relationship can predict student academic achievement.
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