[bookmark: _GoBack]The principalship: a road less travelled, or going nowhere?
Dr Mark Thompson and Dr Loretta Piazza
Introduction
The Australian education landscape has changed significantly over the years.  Our declining standards on the international PISA scoreboard along with evolving trends around the world have made the Australian education system ripe for manipulation.  With each change in government comes the inevitable, and obligatory, shift to what our politicians call the much needed introduction of ‘world first’ and ‘cutting edge’ policy to ensure our achievement levels reach those of top tier countries such as Korea and Shanghai-China.  What occurred in Victoria under the Liberal government (November 2010 to November 2014) and- branded as ‘autonomy’, has created an intense undercurrent that is negatively transforming the state education system and perpetuating a climate of increased uncertainty and pessimism amongst principals. 
In a recent study of state school primary principal class employees in the former Northern Metropolitan Region (Thompson, 2013)[footnoteRef:1] only 13% of assistant principals in the study indicated that they would apply for principal positions in the future.  These findings raised alarm bells for a number of reasons.  Are we facing a shrinking pool of principal aspirants?  And more importantly, who will lead our schools? [1:  Thompson, M. (2013). Primary Principal Pathways: a road less travelled. (Unpublished doctoral thesis). The University of Melbourne, Australia.  This study found that a large number of principal class employees (principals and assistant principals) had no intention of applying for principal positions.] 

Methodology
In Thompson’s original study (2013), 25% of all respondents were assistant principals.  As the primary purpose was to explore the reasons for applying, or not applying for principal positions, the researcher was not overly concerned with the low-representation of assistant principals.  This current study, conducted between September 2013 and March 2014, examined assistant principals only in order to determine if in fact the findings of Thompson’s original study (2013) held true.  A questionnaire was developed, which explored a number of broad themes that had been previously identified, themes around motivation for applying for principal positions, past experiences with the process for those who had applied and the role of the Department of Education and Training (DET)[footnoteRef:2] in not only making the job more attractive, but how it can better support aspirants in gaining principal positions. [2:  With a change in government in Victoria in November 2014, the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) changed its name to the Department of Education and Training (DET).] 

In the first round, beginning in September 2013, one hundred and forty-two assistant principals in primary government schools in the North Western Victoria Region (NWVR) were initially contacted by telephone and asked to complete the questionnaire.  In the second round, in early December 2013, thirty assistant principals from the initial 142 were once again contacted, yielding a total of seventy-two responses; that is, 50%.  The third round commenced mid December in a concerted effort to involve a larger number of assistant principals in the study and continued until the end of March 2014 where twenty telephone conversations, based on the questionnaire, were conducted (16 females and 4 males), resulting in a total participation rate of 65%.  
Of this group, six assistant principals completed the questionnaire anonymously. One was returned by mail, whilst five agreed to providing their views and experiences over the phone on the condition their names were not recorded.

Results
Gender and age
Slightly more than two-thirds of all assistant principal respondents in the study were female.  The youngest assistant principals fell in the <44 age band, while the oldest respondent was in the >65 age bracket.

	age
	females
	males

	<44
	9 
	9

	45-49
	16   
	2

	50-54
	13
	5

	55-59
	22
	7

	60-65
	5
	3

	>65
	1
	0

	total
	66
	26


Table 1	gender and age of the 92 respondents.
The standout age group was 55-59 years, which represents 32% of all respondents.  The largest group of females (77%) ranged in age from 45 to 59, whilst the largest group of males (34%) was in the under-44 age bracket.   
The under 44 age group
This is the only age group with an equal number of males and females.  Half of the males attested to the fact that they had applied for advertised principal vacancies with all, except for one person, indicating a desire to apply again in the future.  None of the females in this group had applied previously but more than half said they would apply in the future.  In total, 80% of the under-44 age group said they would apply in the future, suggesting a high level of optimism in the principal job, particularly among the men.
45-49 age group
There was a clear disproportionate number of females in this age group, with only 12% (2) being males.  Both males had applied for principal vacancies previously, but only one said he would apply again.  Whilst 75% of the females had never applied, the majority indicated they would apply in the future.  This suggests the principal’s job was perceived as a favourable career path, especially for the women.
50-54 age group
Slightly more than a third of this group are males and most have indicated they will not apply in the future.  Of the thirteen females represented in this age group, most had not applied for principal positions in the past, however, slightly more than half intended applying in the future.  Although there is some optimism, this is where we begin to see a marked change in the attractiveness of the principal’s job.
55-59 age group
33% of all female respondents were in this age group with three-quarters indicating that they had never applied for advertised principal vacancies and would not apply in the future.  Although around half of the males in this group said they had applied in the past, the vast majority said they would not be applying in the future.
60 plus age group
Although most of the respondents in the 60 and above age group had applied for principal vacancies in the past, none would apply in the future.  This age group has little interest in being principals. 
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Graph 1    MALE assistant principals applying and not applying for future principal positions
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Graph 2     FEMALE assistant principals applying and not applying for future principal positions


Motivation around becoming a principal
Under 44 
Many of the younger males acknowledge they have lots to learn and need more experience, but they want to become principals and therefore intend applying.  The one male who indicated he would not be applying, cited the need for increased support to principals.  Females in this age group, despite acknowledging they are not yet ready to take the next step, feel it is a natural progression for them as they want the challenge of leading their own schools.  Many said, although they were very satisfied in their current assistant principal role, they will be selective and will only apply if the right school comes along.   Five assistant principals indicated they desire to preserve their work-life balance, and due to the stressful and demanding nature of the principal’s job, they would remain assistant principals.  Little support from the Department of Education and Training was also cited as a concern, and in their view, this made the principal job overwhelming and unattractive to them.
45-49
Although the majority have indicated they will one day apply for a principal position, many, especially the females, will do so when the time is right- when the ‘right’ school comes along, when their children are more independent, when their health has improved and when their confidence levels have risen.  The few assistant principals with no aspirations claimed they desire work-life balance and with the workload and high levels of accountability for the principal, the job is just too demanding.  The principal selection process was cited as a deterrent and the fact that the incumbent ‘always got the job’ exacerbated the emotional ‘rollercoaster’ analogy.
50-54
Many of the respondents in this age group said they had been candidates for principal selection and they had little faith in the process as panels did not seek ‘new blood’. Other issues raised were around the lack of support from their principals and how selection panels place little or no value on leadership programs such as the Masters’ course.  Again, family commitments, unrealistic expectations on the principal, health concerns and low confidence levels were cited as deterrents for applying.  Those individuals intending to apply in the future were encouraged by their experience and abilities and their passion for the job.
55-59
Of the 29 respondents in this age group, 80% indicated they would not be applying for principal positions in the future.  Of the small number intending to apply, only one said it was what they wanted and would keep trying until successful.  All others qualified their decision to apply with, ‘only at my current school if the principal retires’ and ‘only if the right position comes up’.  The remaining respondents claimed the principal’s job is too demanding and stressful and has become too managerial and technical.  Salary was also seen as not commensurate with the level of responsibility.  The health issue was raised repeatedly, so too the impact of the principal’s job on trying to achieve work-life balance.  Many indicated that their current role as assistant principal was sufficiently rewarding and fulfilling and therefore they felt content to remain in this role until retirement.
60+
This group clearly stated that the principal job holds no appeal to them.  ‘Initially I was eager but then I realised I was satisfied and wanted to stay [in my current job]….’.  The principal selection process was described as not being merit-based and selection panels often had an ‘agenda’.  One respondent claimed to have a very comprehensive understanding of what the principal job entails and definitely doesn’t want it.
Years’ experience as assistant principal
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	1
	2
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	7
	8
	9
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	this AP has 17 years’ experience


Table 2   Years’ experience of assistant principals.  The shaded areas indicate the     years of experience of the majority of assistant principals in each age group.

Not surprisingly, the assistant principals with the most experience are also the oldest in age.
This study shows that there is a strong correlation between age, gender, years’ experience as an assistant principal and motivation to take the next step up the career ladder.  In other words, the older the assistant principal is in age and the greater the experience in the current role, the less likely they are to apply for a substantive principal position.  And if male, the likelihood of applying becomes even more remote after the age of 45.  On the other hand, the younger the assistant principal, and the less experience in their current assistant principal role, the more likely they are to apply. This is further supported by the fact that most of the under 44 males have applied at least once for a principal position and will continue applying in the future.  The females are generally more ‘cautious’ than their male colleagues and less likely to apply for principal positions until they have gained more experience and knowledge.  This is in marked contrast to the males who demonstrate a much greater ‘risk taker’ attitude.
The principal selection process
Overall, the principal selection process was not regarded as a major concern but those who did comment tended to be more experienced assistant principals.  One assistant principal spoke about being ‘shattered’ and losing confidence when overlooked for the job whilst another individual who had been shortlist several times, claimed that each panel was very different; there was no consistency.  A common theme to emerge was around the incumbent ‘always getting the job’, consequently, panels are disinterested in other candidates.  The fact that most males have applied for principal jobs in the past and have no intention of applying again in the future may indicate an unsatisfactory experience with the selection process.
Making the principal job more attractive
The standout issue raised by each age group was the lack of support from the Department of Education and Training (DET).  One assistant principal in the 50-54 age group wrote, ‘I am not willing to take the risk of taking on a principal position and be left without support.’  Another in the 55-59 age group wrote, ‘Current [DEECD] decisions (system wide) demonstrate a lack of commitment and is nothing more than abandonment. STOP THIS!’ Workload issues were raised, high levels of ‘administrivia’, insufficient resourcing, insufficient training prior to becoming a principal and far too much ‘pandering’ to parents.  There was a big call to let principals go back to being educational leaders.  Many said that DET needs to demonstrate real professional trust in its principals and show them more respect. Many of the younger assistant principals reflected that salary is not commensurate with the principal’s workload and superannuation should be removed from the remuneration package.  There were also comments about needing to have ‘inspiring educational leaders in Region’. 
Assisting aspiring principals in gaining positions
Many assistant principals believe that they would benefit from targeted professional learning associated with the technical aspects of the job- finances, legislative issues, facilities and so on.  All age groups claimed that there is a need for mentoring and coaching from high performing and experienced principals.  An opportunity to shadow experienced principals was also seen as desirable.  Several respondents believed that DET needs to ensure there is more transparency in the principal selection process, particularly when incumbents are applying. 
Discussion
Principals’ Australia Institute estimates that as many as 70% of Australia’s school principals will reach retirement age within the next five years.  They will be replaced by much younger, less experienced individuals (The Australian Principal Health & Wellbeing Survey, 2011).  We don’t need to look too far to see a younger breed of new appointments, both in acting and substantive principal positions, to our government schools.  Whilst this is exciting for our education system, without training and mentoring, these young and inexperienced principals will undoubtedly struggle to effectively manage the complexities and rigours of the job.  The assistant principals with the most experience, knowledge, skills and understanding of the job, those who are well-positioned to take the next step, ironically, do not want to be principals.  Many indicated that the job is too stressful, there’s little support and the accountability expectations are unrealistic.  They know this because they have been in their current positions for many years, as many as 17 years, and they have worked alongside their principals witnessing firsthand the uncooperative and menacing parents, hard-to-manage students, resistant staff, student achievement expectations, all of which must be managed within budgetary constraints.  The hours are long, the administrative timelines unrealistic and legislative demands are continually being added to the growing pile of work requirements.
Most of the younger assistant principals, particularly in the under 44 age bracket, would not have honed their leadership skills in only a few years as a principal class employee (PCE).  To put them in charge of leading school communities is thwart with problems.  The Principals’ Institute believes these younger, less experienced individuals are ‘…potentially more at risk of adverse health outcomes from undertaking the role.’ (The Australian Principal Health & Wellbeing survey, 2011:1)  The Department of Education and Training has an obligation to ensure that the health and wellbeing of its principals is at the forefront of any government or ministerial changes to education.  Anything less amounts to negligence.  In 2004, ‘The Privilege and the Price’, commissioned by the Department of Education at the time, revealed that principals love their job, but it was killing them.  More than ten years have passed, and what has changed?  Little it would seem.  The four year longitudinal research project ‘Principal health and wellbeing study’ (2011-2014) has revealed that whilst Principal Class Employees (PCEs) are generally positive about their job and report higher levels of job satisfaction than the general population, they score lower than the general public on mental health and coping , and they score higher on burnout, stress and sleeping troubles 
For the future of state education, it is imperative that leaders are able to maintain the physical, mental and emotional capacity to carry out the rigours that the job requires.
Many of the assistant principals in this study who will one day lead their own schools, could be looking at careers as principals of up to thirty years.  This is a long time to be a principal in a job that requires long hours, has a heavy workload and delivers high levels of stress, especially when managing badly behaved and demanding students and parents.  If principals are to be effective in carrying out their duties, if they are to maintain acceptable levels of health and wellbeing, then the current system, which promotes ‘abandonment’, must change.  There must be a concerted effort at all government and bureaucratic levels to provide ‘real’ support and to engage principals in ‘real’ decision-making practices.  Principals have the capacity, efficacy, resilience and desire to lead their communities, all we need now is a bureaucracy prepared to show its faith and trust in its school leaders (see recommendations) in order to create an educational climate that is dynamic, optimistic and supportive of the great work that currently occurs in schools
Conclusion
The principalship is a rewarding job for principals, but it requires dedication, moral strength, emotional intelligence and high levels of stamina.  It is not a job for the faint-hearted. Consequently, experienced assistant principals who understand the demands of the job well, do not want to become principals.  They are discouraged by the current system- the lack of support from DET, the workload, the difficult parents, and the inequitable principal selection process- that causes high levels of stress and manifests as poor health in individuals.  We have known this since 2004 and no government or education system has had the foresight, or courage, to tackle this problem.
But it is not all doom and gloom as there is a high level of optimism in young leaders who not only want the job but also have the confidence and resilience to apply, over and over, if necessary.  A large number of experienced principals are on the verge of retirement over the next few years and the young inexperienced assistants will step into these vacated positions, many into low SES schools with hard to manage students and parents.  The education system must preserve this energy and enthusiasm because these young leaders have many years in the principalship ahead of them and students deserve the very best education on offer.  DET must learn from the lessons of the past, where principals have retired thoroughly burnt out, or they have resigned prematurely due to ill health, not to mention those who, sadly, have taken their own lives because they felt an intense hopelessness with a system that let them down.  May our new bureaucracy allow principals to move forward feeling challenged and fully supported in an environment of trust and where there are genuine attempts to align the principal job with the moral purpose.

Where to from here…?
Treat principals with respect.
Between 2012 and 2014, plans were underway to increase the powers of School Councils, including the proposal for parents to employ and terminate the employment of principals under the guise that principals should be held accountable for their school’s performance and reflect the views of the community[footnoteRef:3].  The message being given by the Department of Education during this time implied that parents should, and need to, monitor principals.   [3:  In 2012, DEECD released the document Towards Victoria as a learning community, followed by Professional practice and performance for improved learning: school governance, in 2014.] 

These ‘grand-standing’ political initiatives, in reality, are nothing more than attention-grabbing ploys and do little to value school leaders, or the important, and often difficult, work they do in engaging their school communities. There is little hope of raising the status of principals when the employer demonstrates a lack of faith in the very people who are charged with the task of taking our nation to the ‘top tier’.
Make teaching and learning once again the principal’s core business.
At present, principals face an ever-expanding workload, with a large administrative focus on legislative requirements- occupational health and safety, asbestos and VQRA[footnoteRef:4] accountabilities, thereby increasing the culpability and vulnerability of principals.  Many of these tasks can be managed by the central education bureaucracy, thereby allowing principals to get on with the much-needed work required to increase student outcomes. [4:  The Victorian Qualification and Registrations Authority (VQRA) is the statutory authority responsible for ensuring that schools meet minimum quality standards.] 

Principals will implement DET initiatives as required, however, attention should be given to expectations and timelines.  The 2014-15 Performance and Development process, for example, was thrust on principals with scant regard to how it would become operational in schools.  Timelines were short, new learning for principals and teachers was intense and early discussion around principals imposing quotas on numbers of teachers meeting standards was at odds with the preferred school culture of team work and collaboration. 
The Department of Education and Training (DET) needs to expand on its current practice and engage principals in genuine consultation, particularly on those issues that not only impact on the principal’s workload, but also on the morale of the people in schools.  


Parent complaints need to be managed more effectively by Regions and DET.
There are many examples of inconsistency in interpreting and following the parent complaint process. DET’s policy in relation to managing parent complaints is clear: ‘Concerns and complaints relating to a school are most effectively addressed by the school.  A school must make every effort to resolve a concern or complaint related to it before involving other levels of the Department’ (2009:5). 
With low-level complaints, Regions intervene and often act as ‘go-between’ when contacted by disgruntled parents instead of referring the complainant to the principal for resolution.  Schools should always be the first point of contact for parents and by not reinforcing this message with parents, the authority of the principal is eroded. 
Community Liaison Officers need to take a firm stand and inform parents that it is the principal who will manage the complaint, not Region.  This sends the clear message that DET has faith in its principals, their authority and the decisions they make, even if unpopular with some members of the community.
Written complaints of a serious nature from parents require written responses from principals.  This tends to be a stressful and time-consuming task for principals who can spend countless hours seeking information, drafting and redrafting a response, and normally with no assistance or direction from Region.  Regions should provide greater clarity and assistance by appointing a skilled individual who will guide and coach the principal to ease the anxiety associated with the complaint.  
An integral step in the management of the complaints process, which is presently overlooked, is Region re-connecting with the principal when the complaint reaches a point of either resolution or further work.  Knowing the progress of the complaint will enable principals to better manage their emotional involvement.  Parental complaints are a great source of stress for principals and very time consuming to manage.  A process that is fair and respectful of principals, their authority and the privileged work they do in schools, is crucial.
Skilled personnel are needed in Regions.
At present, there are individuals in senior positions in Regions who possess limited knowledge of the complexities of schools and their communities.  Some of these individuals lack understanding of the core business of principals and utilise a generic leadership style.  There are instances where Regional staff sit in key strategic positions and provide advice and direction to principals when they are not equipped with the necessary knowledge, experience and skills required for the job.
It is imperative that Regions are staffed with competent and highly skilled individuals who are able to carry out their job effectively, thereby providing the right level of support that principals require.
Provide real training to aspiring principals.
Currently, there is a haphazard approach to training with a select few able to access courses conducted by organisations such as Bastow[footnoteRef:5].  DET conducts courses in financial management but assistant principals tend not to participate unless in an acting principal position, when they will need to have reasonable understanding of the staffing and cash budgets. [5:  The Bastow Institute of Educational Leadership is a branch within the Early Childhood and School Education Group at the Victorian Department of Education and Training (DET).  It was established in 2009 and offers professional development and training courses to teachers and principal class employees.] 

Assistant principals require proper training in all technical areas- for example, legislation, finances, occupational health and safety.  They also require training in people management- negotiation, dealing with difficult people and effectively delivering tough messages.  They need to learn about strategic planning and how to be agents of change.  Equally important is learning how to manage their own health and wellbeing to reduce ill health problems as the job intensifies.  Assistant principals must be given opportunities to participate in coaching, mentoring and shadowing experiences with high performing principals.  Teach them the knowledge and skills required for the job and they will develop the confidence, especially females, to take the next step.  
Principals working part time in job-sharing positions with assistant principals is currently an untapped resource that, if managed creatively, could be advantageous to both principals and to the system.  Flexible work options have long been in place in Victorian schools for teachers and assistant principals; why not principals?  For example, a three year contract where a principal works part-time in partnership with an assistant principal, gradually increasing the number of days the assistant principal is in the role as ‘acting’ principal. This arrangement would enable highly skilled and experienced principals to work alongside the next wave of school leaders and provide real ‘on the job’ training, which at present is quite restricted.  Part time employment for the older, more experienced principals might also assist them in achieving                                                      greater work-life balance and, as a result, see principals extending their careers and circumventing the ‘talent drain’.  The benefits are numerous, but more importantly, principals will be able to contribute significantly to the learning of the less experienced, which is crucial for schools to be effective places of student learning.
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