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AN ANALYSI S OF THE ADM NI STRATI VE BEHAVI OR
OF THREE FEMALE HI GH SCHOOL PRI NClI PALS

Lorrai ne W \Wal ker
( ABSTRACT)

For many decades, school |eadership has been conceptualized in a
variety of ways attenpting to identify the critical elenents necessary for
ef fective school |eadership. The expertise required for today s schools
appears to be different fromthat required in the past, particularly as
school |eaders are expected to initiate change and “restructure” in order
to obtain new and inproved educational results.

Traditional managerial skills, once deemed appropriate and effective
for school adm nistration, are now being replaced by styles that focus on
cooperation and consideration, community buil ding, open comunication, and
i nvol verent with ot hers. These behaviors appear to be present in wonmen as
they denonstrate their effectiveness in | eadership roles as principals and
superi nt endent s.

This descriptive study offers an in-depth | ook at the adm nistrative
behavi or of three wonen. It docunents their experiences and perspectives
as high school principals. The purpose of the study is to contribute to
the growi ng body of research on fenale | eaders necessary to chall enge the
exi sting theories on school adm nistration, which are based on traditional
busi ness managenent theory and formul ated using an androcentric concept ual
f r amewor k.

Naturalistic inquiry guided the present study, which enpl oyed
qualitative research methodol ogy. Partici pant observations, conplenented
by interviews and reflective conversations, provided the data for anal ysis
usi ng grounded theory. A conputer software program Ethnograph (Qualis,
1998) facilitated the organizati on and anal ysis of data.

Case narratives, case reports, and a cross-case anal ysis report
three wonmen’ s behavior in their role as high school principals. Mjor
concl usi ons include: (a) Each principal denonstrated a uni que styl e of
adm ni strative behavior which seenmed effectively matched to the needs of
t he school organization; (b) Each principal denonstrated a strong set of
collegial or relational behaviors that focused on building comunity in
order to support the school prograns; and (c) Each principal denonstrated
an ethic of care informed by a sense of fairness and loyalty to the
pol i cies and procedures associated with their bureaucratic organi zati ona
environnment. The ethic of care that guided each principal’s style suggests
that these principals exercise a kind of power associated nore with
“effective agency” than with “conmand and control” power typically
associated with traditional |eadership.

Additional research is needed to docunent the femal e | eadership
experience in schools in order to chall enge and transform current
adm ni strative theory; research is also needed to explore the notion of
“effective agency” as power. Practitioners, researchers, and other
i nterested educational professionals are invited to use the behaviors
identified in this study to reflect upon their own styles, because
changi ng our schools is inevitably bound up with changi ng oursel ves.
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