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“The best staff development is in 
the workplace, not in a workshop.”

— DuFour, 2004, p. 63

S
chool success is influ-
enced by many people.
School principals
remain one of the
most important factors
in this success. The
research on effective
schools, school restruc-

turing, and instructional leadership
point to the impact of principal lead-
ership on student learning and
improvement (Hallinger & Heck,
1996). But professional development

for principals is often neither exten-
sive nor job-embedded.

Learning the work of any occupa-
tion is difficult and time-consuming.
Whether one is a surgeon, a teacher,
or a school principal, acquiring the
skills and knowledge to successfully
accomplish daily tasks requires a vari-
ety of learning opportunities, from
internships and professional develop-
ment to on-the-job experience. While
the more formal means of learning a
set of tasks are centrally important, a
large proportion of any occupational
learning occurs on the job. Research
suggests that on-the-job experience is
a school leader’s chief source of learn-
ing (Hamilton, Ross, Steinbach, &

Leithwood, 1996). 
While many staff developers have

designed quality programs for school
leaders, including walk-throughs and
using data for decision making and
planning, less attention has been
directed at helping principals learn
important problem-solving skills from
the context of their daily work — the
minute-by-minute skills principals
need to survive and thrive in the
stream of daily tasks they face. Given
that much of principals’ work
involves problem solving within the
school context (Coffin & Leithwood,
2000), principals must learn how to
execute a daily list of complex, varied,
and demanding work tasks. The daily
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realities make intu-
itive learning difficult
and challenging.
Professional develop-
ment can enhance
school leaders’ ability to learn from
experience.

DAILY REALITIES
OF PRINCIPALS’ WORK

Principals’ daily work is character-
ized by brevity, variety, fragmentation,
complexity, ambiguity, and uncertain-
ty (Mintzberg, 1973; Peterson, 1982).
The nature of their work may impede
learning from experience:
• Principals’ daily work comprises an
enormous number of brief tasks. They
engage in more than 2,000 separate

interactions a day and the
first and last hours of their

days may include more than 50 to 60
separate interactions with multiple
stakeholders needing answers to ques-
tions, problems solved, and concerns
addressed (Peterson, 1982).

• Principals face a variety of prob-
lem arenas (instructional, political,
psychosocial) and a mosaic of con-
stituents (parents, teachers, students,

community members). Task variety is
a key variable. 

• Their work is fraught with inter-
ruption, undermining their ability to
accomplish tasks. They often begin one
task (such as writing a teacher evalua-
tion or planning next year’s budget)
only to be interrupted by pressing
demands, problems, or emergencies.

• Their interactions often involve
a range of cognitive complexity (sim-
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ple memory vs. in-depth problem
analysis) and require affective intensi-
ty (coping with conflict, interpersonal
disagreements, emotional outbursts). 

• Like doctors, psychologists, and
teachers, principals face daily tasks
that are incredibly complex with mul-
tiple, interlocking social, managerial,
and cognitive features. From diagnos-
ing and addressing faculty conflict or
social anxiety to a literacy problem,
their work involves intricate analysis. 

• Many tasks and actions also are
marked by ambiguity. The core prob-
lem is not immediately clear. For
example, is a parent’s lack of involve-
ment in school due to poor relations
with schools in the past, a lack of cul-
tural competence and understanding,
or simply the need for transportation?

• Principals face a high level of
uncertainty each workday. Many
report developing elaborate to-do lists
only to be confronted with problems,
issues, and immediate concerns that
move such lists to the background.

While the worst
challenges brought on
by brevity, variety,
fragmentation, and so
forth can be
improved, they do not
go away. Even the
most seasoned and
effective principals
face these work reali-

ties; it is the nature of the role. 
Task brevity increases the number

of problems principals encounter and
shortens the time they have to analyze
the situation and formulate a
response. The brevity of tasks increas-
es the difficulty of remembering, sort-
ing, categorizing, and analyzing indi-
vidual activities and sets of tasks. 

Task variety increases the range of
tasks principals encounter and
impacts the repetition of such tasks
within the overall scope of principals’
work (Peterson, 1985). 

Specifically, principals’ work, like
the work of other leaders, is com-

prised of a mix of “short wavelength”
and “long wavelength” tasks (Sayles,
1979). Short wavelength tasks occur
often (staff need additional funds;
parents want to change their child’s
teacher) and can be quite routine. In
contrast, long wavelength tasks occur
only every several years, or once or
twice in one’s career (the death of a
student or a major curriculum
redesign).

Principals, like other managers,
can learn short wavelength tasks more
easily because they occur frequently
enough for leaders to identify pat-
terns, develop a common approach,
and experiment with different actions.
However, some of the most intense
and difficult aspects of principals’
work are long wavelength tasks. Those
nonroutine tasks are difficult to ana-
lyze and learn. Professional develop-
ment can help leaders learn both rou-
tine and nonroutine tasks.

Finally, task fragmentation seg-
ments task performance over multiple
incidents that may span hours, weeks,
or months. Task fragmentation can
interfere with both the analysis and
the synthesis of multiple facets of a
problem. But even coping with con-
stant interruptions can be effectively
addressed through learning and prac-
tice. 

Collectively, brevity, variety, and
fragmentation can substantially inter-
fere with a principal’s ability to reflect,
making experiential learning difficult
and undermining the leader’s ability
to develop problem-solving skills.
Given the importance of experiential
learning, what factors can help princi-
pals overcome obstacles to experiential
learning, to learning on the job?

Supporting principals’ 
learning

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING
While many features of principals’

work inhibit learning from experi-
ence, Coffin and Leithwood (2000, p.

21) suggest that “participating with
others in authentic, nonroutine activi-
ties” fosters learning in work contexts.
They suggest that professional devel-
opment can be effective when it is
collaborative, uses actual (i.e. authen-
tic) problems and issues, and provides
opportunities for principals to reflect
on “nonroutine problems, those that
occur irregularly, but can derail a
school.”

Staff developers and consultants
can help design structured collabora-
tive learning experiences embedded
within the work context. These can
provide critical opportunities for prin-
cipals to draw on their past experi-
ences as they consider current prob-
lems. Collaborative interactions
around real problems and tasks also
allow principals to be exposed to a
broader, and perhaps richer, palette of
ideas and approaches. 

THE ROLE OF SCHOOL DISTRICTS
AND OUTSIDE ORGANIZATIONS

School districts are in a unique
position to support principals’ experi-
ential learning. School districts and
their leaders can use the following
four approaches to enhance school
principals’ opportunities to learn from
experience.

1. Structured interactions with
superintendents.

Coffin and Leithwood (2000)
found that principals perceived inter-
actions with their superintendents as
supporting learning when the rela-
tionship between the superintendent
and principal was strong and when
the superintendent was viewed as in
touch with the principal’s school con-
text. While principals from another
study expressed similar opinions
(Cosner, 2003), they also pointed to
missed opportunities for job-embed-
ded learning between superintendents
and principals. Some principals
described superintendents who sel-
dom visited the schools to learn about

Task brevity increases the

number of problems
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the context of their organizations and
who met with principals infrequently
throughout the year, losing opportu-
nities to provide guidance and sup-
port. Several principals interviewed in
this study illustrate the point:  

“There could be a great opportu-
nity for learning with my superin-
tendent, but that just hasn’t hap-
pened. There aren’t structured meet-
ings during the year for us to meet. ...
He and other members of the district
leadership team know very little about
my school. On a scale of 1-10, I
would say that they are a 2-3. They
don’t have a clue,” one said.

Another said, “I think my super-
intendent is very good at a number of
things. Instructional leadership isn’t
one of those things. I only have meet-
ings with him a few times a year, but
I need more than that. He needs to be
much more involved in my school
and more engaged with me.”

In contrast, leadership develop-
ment in another district centered
around scheduled monthly meetings
between the superintendent and
either the elementary or secondary
principals. The school leaders set the
agendas for these meetings and
designed the meetings to target and
discuss in depth problems of practice.

Structured interactions between
superintendents and principals can
support principals’ experiential learn-
ing because they are in close proximi-
ty to school leaders’ immediate con-
text. Superintendents who recognize
this opportunity and act in supportive
ways can shape powerful on-the-job
learning experiences for school princi-
pals. Superintendents can: 

• Hold individual meetings
monthly with principals or quarterly
with veteran principals where agendas
are jointly developed from current,
immediate daily problems. Discuss
and analyze these issues using a prob-
lem-based learning approach.

• Plan joint school tours with the
superintendent and principal, fol-

lowed by analysis of the interactions,
interruptions, and issues that arise.
Examine the particular school context
and its impact on the daily realities of
work.

2. Structured interactions with
experienced administrators.
Interactions with other experienced
administrators also can support learn-
ing from one’s experiences. Using reg-
ularly scheduled administrative team
meetings — when they are designed
to address principals’ context-specific
learning needs — can be particularly
helpful to enhancing job-embedded
learning experiences. In many dis-
tricts, focusing on principals’ needs
requires shifting the focus of an exist-
ing administrative team meeting from
operational communication to reflec-
tive discussions on daily routines,
unexpected problems, and exceptional
interactions. These discussions should
focus on long wavelength, unexpected
events that senior administrators
describe, or conversations may delve
into the ways experienced principals
cope with the daily press of activity. 

Summer retreats also can provide
a longer timeframe to discuss complex
problems of daily practice and collab-
oratively reflect on the challenges of
being a principal. Summer retreats,
scheduled over multiple days, provide
extended time for collaborative learn-
ing when principals are less likely to
be pulled away for emergency situa-
tions in their schools. Given the
extended time available, administra-
tors, veteran principals, or outside
leadership consultants can engage in
deeper analyses of complex issues,
personal reflection on the impact of
daily pressures on stress, or ways to
lessen interruptions. 

District leaders also must consider
the extent to which their administra-
tive teams demonstrate deeper colle-
gial skills and norms that result in
concrete feedback. Ball and Cohen
(1999) suggest that substantive colle-

gial learning will require educators to
“unlearn the politeness norms that
dominate most ... discourse” (p. 27).
Outside consultants or internal staff
developers often are needed to help
colleagues learn how to be “critical
friends” in their discussions.

Whether through regular adminis-
trative meetings or retreats, profes-
sional development should legitimize
the nature of the work while at the
same time fostering deeper analysis,
reflection, and interpersonal sharing
about the principalship. While one’s
colleagues are frequently the best
source of ideas, outside consultants
can sometimes provide validation and
multidistrict expertise that can boost
learning. 

3. Mentors and coaches. 
A broad body of research calls for

formal mentoring and coaching for
school leaders (Coffin & Leithwood,
2000; NSDC, 2000; Tucker &
Codding, 2002). Job-embedded men-
toring and coaching can provide criti-
cal support to principals, particularly
as they grapple with
complex problem
solving. Mentors and
coaches who shadow
principals and
observe classrooms
and school events gain important
insights into principals’ school con-
texts and are in good positions to sup-
port school leaders learning on the
job. 

While many school districts are
introducing mentoring programs for
beginning school leaders, few consider
mentoring or coaching opportunities
for all principals. In one Wisconsin
system, district leaders used a massive
redesign in the central office to initi-
ate a coaching program for all school
leaders, hiring several successful for-
mer school principals as coaches for
all principals. The coaches meet regu-
larly with individual principals and,
importantly, have no evaluation
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responsibilities. Their role is to direct-
ly support principal learning at all
stages of the individual’s career. 

4. Customized collaborative 
ventures.

Drawing from executive education
approaches, school districts’ collabora-
tions with local universities or other
professional development organiza-
tions can produce powerful learning
opportunities for school leaders
grounded in their current projects and
problems (Tucker & Codding, 2002).
The district/university partners often
design professional development expe-
riences customized to local contexts
using case-based and problem-based
learning. Analyzing learning cases,
role-play, simulation, and structured
discussion protocols developed and
facilitated by an external consultant

can help principals
be more effective in
their daily work. 

School districts,
consultants, and
staff development
professionals must
work together to
improve principals’

opportunities for experiential, embed-
ded, on-the-job learning. While
instructional leadership skills should
be a strong focus of professional
development, it is also important to
help principals learn how to deal

effectively with the brevity, variety,
and fragmentation of their daily work.
Expanding both internal and external
opportunities for learning will benefit
school leaders, who help create more
effective schools in which student
learning is optimized.
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