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(ABSTRACT)

The purpose of this study was to examine the rate and
reasons for turnover among Virginia elementary school
principals over a five year period. Principals responded to
a mailed questionnaire examining categories of continuing and
departing principals and the factors that influenced their
decisions. Personal and professional demographics, extrinsic
and intrinsic factors found to be significant in previous
mobility studies were compared to those cited by Virginia
principals. The five year turnover rate was found to be
consistent with earlier predictions, even with the impact of
early retirement discounted. Factors contributing to turnover
were pressure and stress, financial factors, work demands and
factors beyond the principals’ control. Although the same
factors operate on all principals, departing principals appear
to be more influenced by a combination of these factors than
continuing principals, who may remain because they feel that

they can continue to exert a positive influence.
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CHAPTER ONE

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Introduction

During the last ten years, researchers and practitioners
in education have predicted a crisis in retaining an
experienced and skilled cadre of principals for the nation’s
schools, mentioning turnover rates from 50% to 85% within a
five year span (Bridgeman, 1986, Cedoline, 1982, McCormick,
1987). Principals who surely entered the profession with
excitement and commitment report that a variety of factors now
lead them '"to choose either a career change or early
retirement'" (Cedoline, p. 72). According to Sam Sava,
Executive Director of the National Association of Elementary
School Principals, the rate of principal turnover is
accelerating. Interviewed by McCormick in 1987, he stated
“"Last year, we estimated a 50% turnover in ten years. Now, we
anticipate a 50% turnover by around 1992" (McCormick, p. 18).

If this is so, the communities and children of the
Commonwealth are 1losing a valuable asset. Skilled and
experienced principals have been shown to be contributors to
school effectiveness in terms of student achievement (Bhella,
1982), by contributing to staff morale (Smith, 1987), managing

human resources (Sweeney and Pinckney, 1983), and building an



2
organizational climate in which exemplary schools can flourish
(Nelson, 1988). According to the United States Office of
Educational Research (1987),
Effective principals use their management skills to
create an atmosphere in which good teaching and high
achievement skills flourish. By efficiently managing
the staff, the budget, the building, student services,

and the school’s relationship with the community, they
provide the necessary base for a strong school culture

(p. 3).

The California State Department of Education’s 1977 School
Effectiveness Study concluded that high-achieving schools were
staffed by principals having longer experience at these
schools (in Cedoline, 1982, p. 74). Good principals are vital
participants in the life and leadership of a public school.

Individuals work for both intrinsic and extrinsic
rewards. Extrinsic rewards are those that result directly
from the job, such as salary; intrinsic are those '"mediated
within the individual and that the individual grants himself
or herself" (Miskel, 1982, p. 68). Feelings of accomplishment
are an example of such a reward. Factors that affect a
manager’s decision to change position can, therefore, come
from both external and internal arenas. Thomas, studying 73
managers who made mid-life career changes, reported that the
primary reason for a change in career was a change in the
manager’s personal values (1979). Robbins (1980) found that

a majority of mid-life career changes were looking for more
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meaningful work, a better fit between values and work, or a
chance for greater accomplishment. Managers also leave
positions because of conflict with superiors (Crow, 1987),
job-related stress (Campion, 1986; Cusack, 1982), and
financial considerations such as salary, benefits, or early
retirement. (McCormick, 1987; Scholl, 1983). In addition,
family, health, organizational and social factors all have an
impact on manager turnover (Brenner, 1988; Eisenhauer, 1985;
Gaziel, 1986).

This study was intended to identify and describe the
factors that affect elementary school principal turnover in
Virginia. This information should be useful to reach valid
conclusions upon which future policies and programs conducive

to retaining school-based administrators might be based.

Statement of the Problem

Little research has been done to confirm the projected
loss of Virginia’s public school administrators, or to examine
the factors that may affect principals’ decisions to vacate
their positions or to remain in place. Much of the research
that has been done in Virginia has been 1limited to the
superintendency (Russo, 1989; Lee, 1983), has described
Virginia administrators in general (Ellis, 1989) or has

focused on specific factors such as stress (Cusack, 1982;
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Luck, 1985). Studies done elsewhere have also focused on
stress factors and burnout (Cedoline, 1979, cited in Cedoline,
1982; Kottkamp, 1986,) or have looked at satisfiers or job
satisfaction (Friesen, 1989; Johnston, 1981; Richford, 1984).
The studies of the superintendency cannot be generalized to
the principalship because of the considerable influence of the
school board in decisions that affect superintendent turnover.
Studies that focus on principal’s stress or satisfiers tend to
dictate and 1limit data by their very structure, thus creating
the possibility of excluding important factors that affect
principal turnover. No study has been reported regarding
Virginia elementary school principals and the factors that
relate to their mobility.

Previous research relevant to this area of concern has
been done in other venues, such as business and management, in
private schools, and in other geographical regions. While
such studies can provide useful information, they cannot
satisfactorily explain the factors operating on Virginia
elementary school principals since the disparity in the
demands, environment, and organizational factors faced by the
subjects studied limits their applicability.

This study was designed to answer two questions:

1. What is the rate of mobility among Virginia
elementary school principals?



S
2. What factors seem to be most related to the retention

or loss of principals serving in Virginia’s elementary
schools?

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to identify and describe
the factors that related to the loss of elementary school
principals in Virginia school divisions. Studies taking place
around 1987 predicted that 50% to 85% of the elementary school
principals in the United States would leave within five years.
To examine the accuracy of these predictions, this study
focused on Virginia principals serving elementary schools in
the 1986-87 academic year. First, the turnover rate for these
Virginia principals was ascertained. Certain personal and
professional demographic information was collected and
reported. Factors related to retention and 1loss were
identified and discussed in relation to specific groups of
principals who continued as elementary school principals,
those who left for change or advancement within the education
profession, and those who 1left the field of education

altogether.

Need for the Study

Skilled principals are an important component of healthy

schools; it is important that they be retained to contribute
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to their schools and communities. In knowing the factors that
influence principal turnover, it becomes possible to work to
minimize negative and maximize positive factors related to
such turnover. Training might be directed to the most
important issues facing principals, and principals’
expectations might more closely approximate the reality of the
position. Principal preparation programs, school divisions,
superintendents, and state policy makers all benefit from an
awareness of what actually influences the mobility of
elementary principals in Virginia. Policies and programs
might then be established or modified to improve retention of

experienced elementary school principals.

Research Questions

In order to better understand the factors influencing
principal turnover in Virginia, the following specific
research questions were addressed:

1. What was the actual turnover rate of the 1986 elementary
school principals in Virginia within a five year period?

2. What factors seem to be associated with the principal’s
decision to leave a Virginia elementary school principalship?

3. What is the comparative impact of the identified factors
on the movement of principals?
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Definitions

For the purpose of this study, the following words and phrases
were defined:

PRINCIPAL: Any individual certified in Virginia with an
administrative endorsement who was assigned to and acted as
principal of an elementary school in Virginia during the 1986-
87 academic year.

REMAINING PRINCIPAL: Any principal who remained an elementary
school principal in the same school since the 1986-87 academic
year.

RETAINED PRINCIPAL: Any principal who remained an elementary
school principal in the same Virginia school division, but who
transferred or was transferred to an elementary school other
than their 1986 position.

TRANSFERRING PRINCIPAL: Any principal who left the school
division they served in 1986, but remained an elementary
school principal in another Virginia school division as of
September, 1991.

MOBILE PRINCIPAL: Any principal who left the school division
they served in 1986 but remained an elementary school
principal in a division outside the state of Virginia as of
September, 1991.

CONTINUING PRINCIPAL: Any Remaining, Retained, Transferring
or Mobile principal.

INACTIVE PRINCIPAL: Any principal who remained in the school
division they served in 1986, but was no longer in an
administrative position as of September, 1991.

DEMOTED PRINCIPAL: Any principal who was involuntarily
transferred from the principalship.

PROMOTED PRINCIPAL: Any principal who was promoted within the
division they served in 1986 another administration position,
and was therefore no longer an elementary principal as of
September 1991.
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LEAVING PRINCIPAL: Any principal who left the school division
they served in 1986 to take a position other than the
principalship in another school district in Virginia.

WITHDRAWING PRINCIPAL: Any principal who left the school
division they served in 1986 to take a position other than the
principalship in a school district outside of Virginia.

EXITING PRINCIPAL: Any principal who left the field of
education completely, and was therefore no longer principal of
the 1986 elementary school by September 1991.

RETIRING PRINCIPAL: Any principal who left the elementary
school principalship for scheduled retirement.

EARLY RETIRING PRINCIPAL: Any principal who left the
elementary school principalship to take early retirement.

DEPARTING PRINCIPAL: Any Inactive, Demoted, Promoted,
Leaving, Withdrawing, Exiting, Retiring, or Early Retiring
Principal.

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL: Any Virginia school with a configuration
of grades that included grades Kindergarten, First, Second,
Third, Fourth, Fifth, 8Sixth or Seventh, but excluded
configurations intended as middle schools, such as Fifth
through Eighth and Sixth through Ninth, and consolidated
schools which include grades Tenth, Eleventh, or Twelfth.

DEMOGRAPHICS: (See Questions 4-7 and 13-17 on the survey
instrument)

Age

Gender

Education

Previous Mobility

Family Status

Experience

Assumptions and Limitations of the Study

This study rested upon two assumptions: first, that both

continuing and departing principals would be available and
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willing to respond to the survey; second, that their memory of
the events surrounding their experiences in their 1986 schools
would be accurate and clear.
The study focused only on a sample of those principals

whose names were listed in the 1987 Virginia Educational

Directory as being elementary public school principals in
October, 1986. For the purposes of this study, they were
assumed to be the principals who began the 1986 academic year
in elementary schools in Virginia. There may have been
factors that impacted principals not involved in the study
population that were not examined. The study focused only on
factors explaining administrative turnover of elementary
school principals. It therefore cannot be safely generalized
to middle school or secondary principals, or to other school
personnel. The data gathered and subsequent analysis and
conclusions were based upon information reported by principal
respondents. Data were 1limited by principals’ personal
perceptions and understandings of factors which influenced
their choices. Conclusions and recommendations of this study
are, therefore, dependent upon the accuracy of the

respondents’ perceptions.
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Organization of the Study

Chapter I is the introduction to the study, consisting of
a background related to the study, a statement of the problen,
the purpose and need for the study, research questions,
definitions, and limitations of the study. Chapter 2 includes
a review of the literature, focusing upon factors found to be
significant in career mobility of executives in general, and
in administrative turnover in education in specific. Chapter
3 describes the methodology used in the study, including a
description of the population, the sample, instrumentation,
procedures for reporting data, and procedures for the analyses
of the data. Chapter 4 includes analyses and summaries of the
data and Chapter 5 provides a summary, discussion, conclusions

and recommendations based upon the data and analyses.



CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

A review of the literature was conducted in order to
provide a basis for identification of the factors that are
associated with career mobility. This chapter presents a
brief review of previous research studies that have examined
employee mobility in management generally, and mobility in
educational administration specifically. For convenience of
discussion, and consistent with research on human motivation
and the interaction of the worker and his environment, the
identified factors were further organized into three major
categories; demographic, extrinsic and intrinmsic. Within
each category, specific factors that were found to be related

to mobility were listed and discussed.

Employee Mobility in General

In a 1986 meta-analysis of over 120 studies of employee
turnover, Cotton & Tuttle looked at factors affecting turnover
of blue-collar and white collar, professional and non-
professional, managerial and non-managerial, and American and
international workers. A meta-analysis is a statistical
summary of the information gathered in a literature review
that allows comparison of a variety of studies featuring a

11

































































































































































































































































































































