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Ten years ago, the reform of teacher evaluation was touted as a mechanism to improve teacher
effectiveness. In response, virtually every state redesigned its teacher evaluation system. Recently, a
growing narrative suggests these reforms failed and should be abandoned. This response may be
overly simplistic. We explore the variability of New York City principals’ implementation of policies
intended to promote teaching effectiveness. Drawing on survey, interview, and administrative data,
we analyze whether principals believe they can use teacher evaluation and tenure policies to
improve teaching effectiveness and how such perceptions influence policy implementation. We find
that principals with greater perceived agency are more likely to strategically use tenure and evalu-
ation policies. Results have important implications for principal training and policy implementation.
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RESEARCHERS have rightly paid attention to the
role that teachers play in a variety of student out-
comes, from academic achievement (e.g., Chetty
et al., 2014) to school engagement (e.g., Liu &
Loeb, 2018) to social and emotional skills (e.g.,
Blazar & Kraft, 2017). Policymakers and educa-
tors have explored multiple approaches to human
capital reform—from professional development
and coaching programs to financial incentives,
along with teacher evaluation and rigorous ten-
ure standards—to shift teaching practice and
improve student outcomes. Although some of
these approaches have been successful in pilots
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or targeted applications, rarely have they pro-
duced sustained success at scale.

Teacher evaluation provides a prominent
recent example. Over the last decade, most states
have implemented redesigned teacher evalua-
tion, following a confluence of research (e.g.,
Kane & Staiger, 2012) and substantial federal
policy incentives (e.g., Race to the Top, Teacher
Incentive Fund, No Child Left Behind Act
[NCLB] waivers). Studies show strong positive
effects of evaluation policies in some settings,
especially when the policies provide regular
feedback to teachers (Dee & Wyckoff, 2015;
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Papay et al., 2016; Taylor & Tyler, 2012).
However, large scale studies of teacher evalua-
tion and performance pay in New York,
Tennessee, and Texas (Fryer, 2013; Marsh et al.,
2011; Springer et al., 2010, 2012, 2016) show
little benefit for students. Moreover, systematic
studies of revised teacher evaluation systems
demonstrate that in most states nearly all teach-
ers are rated as effective or better (Kraft &
Gilmour, 2017). This result mirrors teacher eval-
uation ratings prior to evaluation reform
(Weisberg et al., 2009). Taken together, these
results have increasingly led pundits and the pop-
ular press to conclude these systems have failed
to improve teaching effectiveness and student
outcomes when implemented at scale and, given
their cost, should be eliminated (Corbin &
Strauss, 2015; Dynarski, 2016; Gates & Gates,
2018; Iasevoli, 2018; National Council on
Teacher Quality, 2017).

Dismissing policies as ineffective because of
inconsistent results may be premature. A rich lit-
erature on policy implementation provide evi-
dence that well-designed policies, successful in
smaller pilots, often disappoint when imple-
mented at scale (Fixsen et al., 2005). Numerous
studies have found that principals do not imple-
ment teacher evaluation systems in the ways con-
sistent with the policy’s design (Donaldson &
Mavrogordato, 2018; Donaldson & Woulfin,
2018; Marsh et al., 2017; Stecher et al., 2018;
Youngs, 2007; Youngs & King, 2002). The rea-
sons underlying failed implementation are var-
ied. A policy that fails to achieve its intended
outcome because its design is overly complicated
is quite different from one that fails because
school personnel have insufficient resources to
implement it reliably or one where policymakers
failed to insure the engagement of school leader-
ship to embrace the approach. Understanding
more about the factors that facilitate or hinder
successful implementation can inform the design
of policies that are more likely to achieve desired
outcomes.

Policies intended to improve teaching effec-
tiveness are usually designed by states or districts
but implemented by school leaders. However,
these school leaders have been insufficiently fea-
tured in the teaching effectiveness literature,
though this has shifted somewhat in the last
decade (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018; Grissom,

2011; Harris et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2017). The
studies that do foreground the role of principals
suggest they are critical actors in policies target-
ing teacher evaluation and development (Burch
& Spillane, 2005; Donaldson, 2013; Kardos
etal.,2001; Smylie & Hart, 1999; Youngs, 2007).
Taken together, these studies suggest that poli-
cies targeting teaching effectiveness are unlikely
to realize their objectives unless principals strate-
gically implement policies in service of such
goals.

In this article, we assess the variability of New
York City (NYC) principals’ implementation of
state and district policies intended to promote
teaching effectiveness with a particular focus on
principals’ belief in their ability to improve their
teacher workforce, which we term principal per-
ceived agency. We survey and interview middle
school principals to understand whether princi-
pals believe they can use teacher evaluation and
teacher tenure review policies to improve the
effectiveness of their teachers. Linking our sur-
vey and interview data to rich administrative
data, we are able to examine how differences in
perceived agency influence proximal outcomes
intended by the policies, including counseling
out of teachers perceived to be ineffective and/or
extension of pretenure teachers’ probationary
periods. Specifically, we focus on three research
questions:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): To what extent
do principals perceive they have agency to
influence the teaching effectiveness in
their schools? How does perceived agency
vary by the attributes of teachers?

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Does principal
perceived agency vary systematically with
the attributes of principals and their
schools?

Research Question 3 (RQ3): Do principals
with different levels of perceived agency
use different policy implementation strate-
gies?

We find that principals vary in their belief that
they can improve teaching in their schools.
Principals with greater perceived agency are
more likely to strategically use district policies
concerning tenure review and evaluation, with
the articulated goal of improving the teacher
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workforce. The results of this study highlight the
central role of principals in the implementation
of policies targeting teachers and foreground the
importance of principals’ belief in their own abil-
ities to achieve state and district policy goals.

The goal of our analyses is to develop hypoth-
eses about how principal perceived agency drives
policy implementation and improvements in
teaching effectiveness, which can be rigorously
tested in future analyses.

In setting the foundation for that future work,
this study makes three important contributions to
the growing body of studies that focus on princi-
pal beliefs and strategic action in policy imple-
mentation (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018; Marsh
et al.,, 2017; Youngs, 2007). First, we examine
these relationships across hundreds of principals
working in numerous school contexts, unlike the
prior research which has focused on small num-
bers of school leaders in smaller districts
(Donaldson & Mavrogordato, 2018; Sinnema &
Robinson, 2007; Youngs, 2007; Youngs & King,
2002; for an exception, see Goldring et al., 2015).
Second, given our large sample, we can examine
differences in behavior between principals
expressing quite different beliefs, instead of try-
ing to extrapolate from small differences in per-
ceived agency across principals. If differences are
not evident between principals expressing partic-
ularly high and low agency, then they are unlikely
to exist across principals with smaller differences.
Third, our study is the first to our knowledge that
recognizes and assesses principals’ differential
perceived agency for different populations of
teachers, and then analyzes how these differences
are associated with variation in policy implemen-
tation. Some prior research has focused on princi-
pals’ beliefs about particular populations—new
teachers (Youngs, 2007) or low-performing
teachers (Donaldson & Mavrogordato, 2018)—
but the literature is lacking work that examines
how the same principals perceive and execute
their work with different populations of teachers.
Overall, the study provides new empirical evi-
dence of how principals make sense of and imple-
ment teacher evaluation and tenure policies.

Background and Framework

Principal leadership is associated with a range
of positive teacher outcomes, including increased
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teacher satisfaction (Grissom & Loeb, 2011),
lower teacher turnover rates (Boyd et al., 2011;
Grissom, 2011), and teachers’ commitment to
school reform (Yu et al., 2002). Exit surveys of
teachers find that the single most important fac-
tor in teacher retention is the leadership of princi-
pals (Boyd et al., 2011; Johnson et al., 2012;
Ladd, 2011). What is less clear is how principals
influence a school’s teaching force, though
research suggests this involves a focus on the
composition of the teacher workforce, as well as
on the opportunities for capacity building and
instructional improvement for teachers in the
schools (Cohen-Vogel et al., 2013; Grissom
etal., 2013).

Principals and Policy Implementation

Among their many responsibilities, principals
are acknowledged as the instructional leaders of
their schools. Through their instructional leader-
ship, principals can influence the teaching effec-
tiveness in their building through a focus on the
composition of the teacher workforce as well as
on the opportunities for teachers’ capacity build-
ing and instructional improvement (Cohen-Vogel
et al., 2013; Grissom et al., 2013). Research has
focused on how principals use different strate-
gies to support novice teachers, focusing on
induction processes (Kardos et al., 2001; Youngs
& King, 2002) and mentoring (Feiman-Nemser,
2001; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Youngs,
2007). Principals provide differential scaffolding
for novices that is then associated with teachers’
perceptions of their work and retention decisions
(Youngs, 2007).

Evaluating teachers with classroom observa-
tions has taken an increasingly prominent role in
principals’ work (Goldring et al., 2015). Although
many evaluation systems, including NYC’s, also
incorporate student learning outcomes, we focus
here only on the observation and feedback com-
ponents of evaluation systems for a number of
reasons. Whereas measures of student learning
(MOSL) outcomes such as value-added metrics
can only be computed for the relatively small
percentage of teachers in tested grades and sub-
jects, observation and feedback can be used with
all teachers in a district. Moreover, we theorized
that observational components of teacher evalua-
tion are more subject to principal influence and
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our construct of interest, principal perceived
agency. Through observations and feedback,
principals can recognize teachers’ strengths and
address weaknesses, monitor and influence
teacher development, work to retain strong teach-
ers, and counsel out weaker teachers (Kimball &
Milanowski, 2009; Smylie & Hart, 1999).

The promise of teacher evaluation systems
has led to their wide adoption, but the implemen-
tation and impact of these policies has been
uneven (Burch & Spillane, 2005; Coburn, 2016;
Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018; Kraft & Gilmour,
2016; Marsh et al., 2017). Three recent studies
highlight the variation in policy implementation.
Marsh and colleagues (2017) find that schools in
New Orleans use the same teacher evaluation
system in quite different ways. The implementa-
tion at some schools was “reflective,” embracing
the process of teacher evaluation and enhancing
it; others were compliant, while still others were
resistant. Donaldson and Woulfin (2018) exam-
ine the implementation of Connecticut’s policy
and highlight how principals varied in their fram-
ing of evaluation policies—as tools for either
accountability or development—and engage in a
range of “discretionary activities” in implement-
ing these policies. They suggest that discretion-
ary activities, in turn, either enhance or mitigate
Connecticut’s policy’s likelihood of achieving its
intended goals. Examining teacher evaluation
across several school districts and charter man-
agement organizations, Stecher and colleagues
(2018) found that principals often do not imple-
ment evaluation policies as intended, possibly
limiting associated improvements in teaching
effectiveness or student outcomes. These studies
highlight variability in principals’ actions in pol-
icy implementation, but they provide limited
insight into the beliefs that might be associated
with such actions and outcomes. These beliefs
are the focus of this article.

District personnel and principal prepara-
tion programs have important roles to play
here. Researchers have noted the scant training
principals receive in leveraging evaluations and
associated tenure processes to improve the qual-
ity of the teacher workforce (Donaldson &
Mavrogordato, 2018; Halverson et al., 2004).
Unfortunately, we know little about whether or
how principals learn to implement district poli-
cies and whether programs or in-service supports

cultivate the knowledge, skills, and dispositions
that facilitate workforce development. Once on
the job, principals do report concerns over
whether district personnel will support the ways
in which they evaluate teachers (Ingle et al.,
2011; Van Sciver, 1990) and their decisions to
remove low-performing teachers (Donaldson &
Mavrogordato, 2018; Donaldson, 2013; Youngs
& King, 2002). Training can help standardize
implementation, but only if it targets the sources
of variation in implementation, including princi-
pals’ beliefs about different teachers they are
charged with assessing and developing.

Teacher observations embedded in evaluation
systems depend on the interactions between prin-
cipals and teachers. Principal beliefs in their abil-
ities to influence teachers, their comfort with
providing negative but constructive feedback,
and their perceptions of teacher capabilities all
feed into how they implement teacher evaluation
policies. Many principals struggle with the con-
troversial nature of evaluation systems and use
evaluation as a vehicle only for providing teach-
ers with praise (Firestone et al., 2013; Kimball &
Milanowski, 2009; Kraft & Gilmour, 2016)
instead of targeted, constructive feedback
(Donaldson, 2013; Halverson et al.,, 2004;
Halverson & Clifford, 2006). Principals are also
likely to differ in their use of teacher evaluation
for counseling out ineffective teachers, though
little research has focused on principal beliefs
around strategic retention decisions (Balu et al.,
2010; Donaldson & Mavrogordato, 2018;
Grissom & Loeb, 2011; Yariv, 2006).

Principals’ Beliefs About Different Teachers

Principals’ beliefs about how they can best
improve the teaching at their school factors into
how they interact with low-performing teachers
(Donaldson, 2013; Kardos et al., 2001; Youngs,
2007). Youngs and King (2002) underscore that
principals’ beliefs about teacher capacity for
development and corresponding actions around
supporting teacher improvement play a crucial
role in school culture and teaching practices.
Some principals who encourage less-effective
teachers to leave use district evaluation measures
when making these personnel decisions (Grissom
et al., 2014; Jacob, 2011). Others focus more on
improvement and supporting teachers to develop
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necessary skills, seeing counseling out or removal
as a last resort. Still others frame low-performance
as contextual, for example, seeing the teacher as
being in the “wrong grade” or teaching a “difficult
group” of students (Donaldson & Mavrogordato,
2018).

The available research provides few insights
into how principals’ beliefs about teachers are
associated with different strategies for support-
ing, and if necessary, exiting them (Donaldson &
Mavrogordato, 2018). Donaldson and Woulfin
(2018) argue that more research is needed to
understand principals’ decision-making pro-
cesses around teacher-focused policies, and they
foreground the importance of attending to both
principal perceived agency and contextual con-
straints in analyzing policy implementation. No
study to our knowledge has examined whether
these kinds of perceptions of teachers vary across
school contexts or across populations of teach-
ers. In this article, we focus on this issue: how
principals use different strategies to improve dis-
tinct populations of teachers at their schools.

The desire to improve teaching effectiveness,
coupled with the central role of principals to
achieving that goal, underscores the importance
of a systematic understanding of how principals
approach the implementation of teacher policies.
How does perceived agency influence principals’
use of information provided through these poli-
cies to shape their decisions on teacher profes-
sional development and teacher retention? To
what extent do principals see evaluation systems
as actionable formative assessments for the
teachers with whom they work? Understanding
principals’ perspectives on the reform approach
can shed light on the extent to which reforms
might be more effective with additional supports
for principals or whether the approach has more
fundamental flaws.

Perceived Agency and Strategic Policy
Implementation

Schools are complex organizations and many
factors influence principals’ efforts to improve
teaching. At the risk of oversimplification, we
delineate a conceptual model of the connections
among principals, our focal policies (teacher
observation and feedback for consequential
evaluation purposes—and tenure review), and

138

teaching effectiveness (see Figure 1). We focus
on the extent to which principals believe they
can improve teaching effectiveness, which we
term “principal perceived agency” and which we
hypothesize is crucial to how they engage with
policy. Agency is the capacity to intentionally
take the appropriate action in pursuit of achiev-
ing a specific goal (Bandura, 2006; Coburn,
2016; Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018); in our study,
improving teaching effectiveness through
teacher development or shifting the composition
of specific segments of the teacher workforce.
Although we cannot directly observe this capac-
ity in principals, we can, through our survey,
measure principals’ perceptions of their agency.
Our measure of perceived agency is akin to self-
efficacy, or the belief in one’s ability to influ-
ence various processes and effect change
(Bandura, 1982); and, in fact, some may prefer
to label our measure as self-efficacy rather than
perceived agency. We choose not to use the term
self-efficacy because our survey questions are
meaningfully different and more policy-specific
than many of those commonly used to measure
self-efficacy (e.g., Federici & Skaalvik, 2012).

Prior research suggests that principals with
lower levels of self-efficacy struggle to strate-
gize about methods for improving their schools
(Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2004). We theo-
rize that perceived agency concerning teacher
tenure review and annual teacher evaluation
policies may be associated with more effective
implementation. Without a belief that they can
improve teaching, principals are unlikely to use
the policies in systematic ways to either shift
the composition of their teacher workforce or
promote the development of their existing
teachers (Donaldson & Mavrogordato, 2018).
Strategic policy actions include the ways in
which principals report engaging with these
policies, including the frequency of their obser-
vations of teachers, the provision of feedback
from evaluation and tenure reviews, and their
observed strategic retention decisions, includ-
ing tenure determinations.

A large body of literature suggests that
schools’ structural and relational features influ-
ence teaching and learning (e.g., Bryk &
Schneider, 2002) and that principals’ own char-
acteristics and the attributes of their school con-
texts contribute to their perceived agency and to
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FIGURE 1. Conceptual framework.

the strategic policy actions they use (Ladson-
Billings, 2009; Pacheco, 2009). A more experi-
enced principal working in a smaller school
where teachers regularly collaborate might well
feel more agency over improving teaching effec-
tiveness. In contrast, a novice principal working
in a large school with a history of animosity
between teachers and school leadership may well
feel less agency over teachers. Similarly, a prin-
cipal’s own skills and experiences likely influ-
ence their differential perceived agency across
contexts. In this way, we conceive of perceived
agency as an interaction between a principal’s
belief that he or she can improve the effective-
ness of a particular subset of the teacher work-
force at his or her school (i.e., pre- or posttenure
teachers; teachers below or exceeding perfor-
mance expectations) with the particulars of his or
her school’s context that may or may not rein-
force those beliefs. Our goal is to better under-
stand the wvariation in principals’ perceived
agency, how it corresponds to contextual and
individual differences, and how it predicts strate-
gic policy action.

NYC Policies Around Teachers

Situating this research in NYC has several
advantages. First, NYC is the largest school dis-
trict in the country, with more than 1,500 schools.
It includes some of the most academically rigor-
ous schools in the country, as well as some of the
lowest performing schools. Although NYC is
unique in some ways, its diversity provides a rare

Student Outcomes

opportunity to explore principal decision making
across a variety of contexts. Second, we are able
to link the district’s rich administrative data on
principals, teachers, and students to a survey of
NYC middle school principals and detailed inter-
view data with a subset of principals. The NYC
context affords a rare opportunity to connect
nuanced reports of principal decision making and
strategic actions to an array of administrative
variables about principals, teachers, students,
and schools.

We ground our exploration of principal per-
ceived agency and strategic action in two district
policies that rely heavily on principal discretion
and resource management: teacher tenure review
and annual teacher evaluation. Beginning in
2009-2010, NYC changed the tenure review
process, infusing more information (e.g., infor-
mation on student progress) and increasing the
responsibility and accountability of principals to
ensure that teachers met challenging perfor-
mance standards (NYC Department of Education
[NYCDOE], 2009). The district also encouraged
principals to recommend more teachers have
their probationary period extended an additional
year to allow the teachers more time to demon-
strate that they met the performance standards
appropriate for tenure. In fact, the approval rate
decreased from 94% in 2009 to 58% in 2011
(Loeb et al., 2015). Those not receiving tenure
typically had their probationary periods extended
an additional year (increasing from 4% in 2009
to almost 40% in 2011), and “extended” teachers
were much more likely to leave their schools.
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Since 2012-2013, principals in NYC schools
have used a system called Advance to annually
evaluate all teachers on a four-category effective-
ness rating scale (Highly Effective, Effective,
Developing, and Ineffective) based on classroom
observations and MOSL. In the 2014-2015
school year, the annual evaluation system shifted
to a heavier emphasis on formative, ongoing
feedback that teachers could use to improve their
practice, rather than the summative measures.
Although no research of which we are aware has
analyzed variation in the implementation of
Advance, we theorize that principals’ perceived
agency is associated with their assessment of the
evaluation system’s usefulness and the strategies
they use to implement it. In particular, we focus
on strategic actions around classroom observa-
tions and feedback, what Advance terms “mea-
sures of teaching practice” (MOTP), rather than
the “MOSL” which includes measures based on
value-added or growth models and goal setting
processes. Principals have less discretion around
the MOSL than the MOTP, and literature sug-
gests school leaders increasingly emphasize
observational measures as a tool for both forma-
tive and summative evaluations (e.g., Goldring
etal., 2015).

NYC’s teacher tenure review process and
annual teacher evaluation system aim to infuse
more and higher quality information into princi-
pals’ assessments of teacher performance and
associated decision-making processes. These
policies also provide mechanisms by which
teachers receive guidance on their weaknesses
and benchmark their progress addressing those
weaknesses. In this study, we aim to understand
the variation in principals’ beliefs in their abili-
ties to influence teaching effectiveness, and how
this variation predicts their differential use of the
policies.

Principals’ approach to the use of tenure
reform and the teacher evaluation system may be
informed by their sense of the market for teach-
ers and their ability to recruit replacements for
teachers who exit. On average, schools in NYC
do not face teacher shortages (Dee & Goldhaber,
2017), but a robust literature documents that
some schools have more difficulty recruiting
teachers than other schools, and some subject
areas are more challenging than others (cf. Boyd
et al., 2005; Feng & Sass, 2017; Hanushek et al.,
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2004). Within a school district, teachers are
attracted to schools where they perceive better
working conditions, some of which are largely
exogenous to principals, for example, the com-
position of students, but many working condi-
tions are influenced by principals, for example,
the working culture. To address this concern, as
we explore principal perceived agency, we con-
trol for a variety of student attributes that have
been associated with challenges in recruiting
effective teachers.

Data, Measures, and Methods

Our goal is to understand how principals
vary in their perceived agency to improve
teaching effectiveness, how perceived agency
differs across schools, and whether perceived
agency is associated with different approaches
to policy implementation. To address these
questions, we augment rich administrative data
on principals, teachers, students, and schools
with two primary data sources: a survey of
principals, which focuses on their perception of
their agency over teaching effectiveness, and
in-depth interviews of a subset of principals
that explore these issues in more detail. Taken
together, these measures provide different
insights into principal perceived agency and
policy implementation from self-reports and
observed actions, affording a more complete
analysis of our research questions.

Data

Principal Survey. Our principal survey had two
goals. First, we sought to measure principals’
sense of their ability to improve teaching effec-
tiveness in their school through developing
teachers and/or compositional change (retaining
effective teachers and exiting ineffective teach-
ers; Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018; Youngs, 2007).
Second, we wanted to understand principal atti-
tudes toward key teacher policies, and how prin-
cipals were implementing these. We administered
the survey online in the Spring and Summer of
2016 to principals in all NYC schools serving
Grades 6, 7, or 8 (n = 494). A copy of the survey
is found in Supplemental Appendix A (given in
the online version of the journal). As an incentive
for completing the survey, we gave a US$50 gift
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card to each principal’s school. A total of 258
completed surveys were returned for a 52%
response rate. Table 1 presents characteristics of
the middle schools in the survey sample and the
full population; only one of these characteristics
differs in statistically significant ways.

Principal Interviews. The surveys provide infor-
mation about both principal perceived agency
and the strategies used around policy implemen-
tation from a broad and representative group of
middle school principals. To provide greater
nuance about ~ow and why principals made par-
ticular decisions around policies, we emailed all
the principals who completed the survey and
invited them to participate in an additional inter-
view, with an incentive of US$100 gift card for
their school. Our volunteer interview sample
included 40 middle school principals, approxi-
mately 16% of the survey sample.

This interview sample was a convenience sam-
ple, and the group of principals we interviewed is
not wholly representative of either the survey
sample or the total population of NYC middle
school principals (see Table 1 and Supplemental
Table C3 in the online version of the journal). We
conducted all interviews over videoconference,
and each interview lasted between 1 hour and 22
hours, depending on the level of detail provided
by the participating principals. One of the authors,
a postdoctoral fellow, and three doctoral students
conducted all interviews using a semi-structured
interview protocol focused on understanding why
and how principals made decisions regarding pol-
icy implementation. At the conclusion of each
interview, we member-checked notes with each
interviewee to insure our interpretation matched
the interviewee’s interpretation (Creswell &
Miller, 2000). A professional transcription service
transcribed all recorded interviews.

Administrative Records. The administrative data
files we obtain from the NYCDOE and the New
York State Education Department allow us to place
principal survey and interview responses in con-
text. First, the NYCDOE employment records
allow us to observe the work histories of all princi-
pals and teachers. Second, the Tenure Notification
System files capture all NYCDOE tenure deci-
sions made between 2008 and 2015. Third, the
NYCDOE student demographic and assessment

files, available from 1999 to 2016, provide us with
information on all students in all NYCDOE
schools. Fourth, the teacher—student linkage files
allow us to match students to English language arts
(ELA) and math teachers between 1999 and 2016.
Fifth, NYCDOE’s 2015-2016 school climate sur-
vey administered to teachers affords us some
insight into how teachers view their principal’s
leadership. Finally, the State’s annual School
Report Card database and Institution Master Files
together with the National Center for Education
Statistics’ Common Core of Data files provide
characteristics of each school.

Measures

Perceived Agency. Our measures of principal
perceived agency allow principals’ perceptions
of their ability to improve teacher effectiveness
at their school to vary with characteristics of
teachers themselves. We develop four measures
that characterize perceived agency along two dis-
tinct dimensions: the tenure status of the teachers
(pretenure vs. posttenure) and the performance of
the teachers (performance below vs. meeting or
exceeding expectations). (Each of the four mea-
sures relies on Survey Questions 3 and 4 shown
in Supplemental Appendix A and the response
distribution in Table C1 in Supplemental Appen-
dix C in the online version of the journal.)

To develop hypotheses about the relationships
between perceived agency and policy implementa-
tion, we examine perceived agency nonparametri-
cally, dividing principals into three groups of
perceived agency (low, medium, and high). We
exploit the variability in perceived agency to detect
relationships which might be lost by only examining
linear relationships. We calculated two statistics: (a)
the percent of questions with a low-agency response
(“Not at All” or “Some”) to the relevant questions
and (b) the percent of questions with a high-agency
response (“A Lot”).! We label a principal as “low
perceived agency” with respect to a specific group
of teachers if he or she provided a low-agency
response to at least 75% of the relevant perceived
agency survey questions. Similarly, we label a prin-
cipal “high perceived agency” with respect to a spe-
cific group of teachers if he or she provided a
high-agency response to at least 75% of the relevant
questions. The remaining principals are assigned to
the medium perceived agency category.
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TABLE 1

Characteristics of New York City Middle Schools by Data Source

All middle schools Surveys Interviews
Characteristic N M SD N M SD N M SD
School characteristics
Serve a grade below sixth grade 494 287 453 258 28.7 453 40 20.0 405
Serve a grade below eighth grade 494 174 38.0 258 1247 330 40 2257 423
% Teachers who applied for a transfer 483  11.1 14.1 253 104 142 40 17.6** 25.0

(2013-2014)
Principal characteristics

Age 491 46.5
Hispanic (%) 491 16.7
White (%) 491  50.1
Black (%) 491 293
Female (%) 491 599
Years as principal at the school 494 54
Principal taught at the school (%) 493 203
Teacher characteristics
Average teacher experience 494 6.2
% Teachers on probationary status 494 29.7
% Teachers below the 25th percentile 365 25.4
in math®
% Teachers below the 25th percentile 361  23.6
in ELA"
Student characteristics
% Black 493 32.1
% Hispanic 493 419
% Free/reduced-price lunch 493  73.6
School enrollment (100s) 489 5.9
% Students proficient in ELA" 492 110
% Students proficient in math® 492 7.0
% of Students proficient in neither 370 524
math or ELA?

89 258 47.8* 85 40 47.1 8.4
373 258 17.1 377 40 10.0 304
50.0 258 523 50.0 40 70.0* 46.4
456 258 27.1 446 40 15.0 362
49.0 258 581 494 40 60.0 49.6

4.4 258 54 4.5 40 6.6 4.05
422 258 205 405 40 17,5 384

3.1 258 6.5 3.1 40 54% 31
18.1 258 279 178 40 35.0%* 204
229 206 233 20.6 25 194 13.7
21.6 204 232 217 25 199 19.2
27.6 257 290 272 40 255 246
262 257 43.0 265 40 50.1 25.7
194 257 744 19.0 40 78.0 15.6

40 258 6.2 43 40 6.7 4.3
5.1 257 107 4.7 40 10.8 5.8
49 257 7.2 5.0 40 6.9 4.8
265 206 524 269 26 451 234

Note. Difference-in-means tests compare survey sample with all middle schools and compare interview sample with the survey

sample. ELA = English language arts.
*Measured the year before the principal arrived at the school.
Tp < .1.%p < .05.%%p < 01.

Strategic Actions. We examine six measures of
principal strategic actions for the tenure review
process and four measures for the Advance
teacher development and evaluation system.
Prior literature on principals’ implementation of
evaluation and tenure policies informed the
selection of measures of strategic actions. For
example, numerous studies indicate principals
implement evaluation systems in distinct ways,
observing teachers more or less frequently (Kraft
& Gilmour, 2017; Marsh et al., 2017; Youngs,
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2007) and providing distinct types of feedback
(Donaldson & Mavrogordato, 2018; Donaldson,
2013). Less work has focused on principals’
implementation of tenure policy, but our prior
work (Loeb et al., 2015) and the options avail-
able to NYC principals informed the selection of
corresponding strategic actions around tenure.
All these measures are taken from the principal
survey with the exception of information on the
number of tenure decisions resulting in a teach-
er’s probationary period being extended, which



TABLE 2

Measures of Principal Strategic Actions for Policy Implementation

who you generally consider to be effective or highly effective

about their instructional practice (Q8b, Q8d)

Strategic action (source) Values® M (SD)
Teacher tenure review
Percent of tenure decisions resulting in the extension of teacher’s 0to 100 34.6 (24.5)
probationary period since 2010-2011 (administrative data)
Number of additional observations, above the required three, 0, 1,2, 3, or more 1.3(1.2)
conducted of a teacher up for an initial tenure decision (Q10)
Number of additional observations, above the required three, 0, 1, 2, 3, or more 1.4 (1.2)
conducted of a previously extended teacher up a follow-up
tenure decision (Q13) ...
Number of teacher principal whose probationary period principal : : 1.0 (1.0)
extends because the probationary period was insufficient to : :
\ None, some, most, |
accurately assess the teacher (Q17¢) ' D A
. .. . . ¢ all did neither, did !
Provides additional supports (e.g., mentoring, coaching) to i . b 1.0 (0.5)
. . . . ' one, did both '
teachers having their probationary period extended and/or : i
counsels these teachers to leave the school (Q21a, Q21b) S
Number of teachers the principal counseled out of his or her 0,1-2,3-4,50r 1.6 (1.1)
school over the last three years (Q23) more
Teacher evaluation
Frequency of conversations (for at least 5 minutes) with . ! 2.2(0.8)
pretenure teachers about their instructional practice (Q8a, Q8b) ; '
Frequency of conversations (for at least 5 minutes) with ; ; 2.1(0.8)
posttenure teachers about their instructional practice (Q8c, Q8d) Neverora few !
Frequency of conversations (for at least 5 minutes) with teachers i times a year, once : 2.3(0.8)
who you generally consider to be ineffective or developing i amonth, more than ;
about their instructional practice (Q8a, Q8c) , once a month® !
Frequency of conversations (for at least 5 minutes) with teachers . E 2.0(0.9)

*See Supplemental Table C2 (given in the online version of the journal) for more information on the distribution of these mea-
sures. "The “Don’t Know” response was recoded as “No.” “Each of these measures averaged together two items from survey

Question 8 and rounded down to create the measured analyzed.

we calculate from administrative data. We list
each of these measures (their source, values, and
construction) in Table 2 and provide descriptive
statistics for them in Table C2 in Supplemental
Appendix C (given in the online version of the
journal).

Principal Attributes and School Context. In
linking the surveys to the administrative data,
we create standard measures of the context in
which principals work as well as their demo-
graphics and professional experience. We
observe each principal’s gender, race/ethnicity,
age, years of experience as the principal at the
current school, and whether the principal had
previously been a teacher at the school. We

characterize each principal’s working context
with a series of school-, teacher-, and student-
level measures. Although all schools serve the
sixth, seventh, or eighth grades, some schools
also serve grades below sixth and/or grades
above eighth. We characterize the teacher work-
force with which the principal works with aver-
age years of teaching experience at the current
school, the percent who are on probationary sta-
tus (do not have tenure), and two value-added
measures of teacher performance (the percent of
teachers with an ELA value-added score in the
bottom quarter of the district-wide distribution
and the same for mathematics value-added
score).” Finally, we capture the characteristics of
students at each principal’s school by variables
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that measure the total student enrollment, the
racial/ethnic composition of the student body,
the percentage of students eligible for free/
reduced-price lunch eligible, and their perfor-
mance on the statewide assessments in mathe-
matics and ELA. This standard set of school
context measures captures both these observable
characteristics of a principal’s school but also
are proxies for other important unobservable
characteristics (such as community resources
and preferences and the ease of hiring effective
teachers) that may influence principals’ per-
ceived agency and their implementation of dis-
trict policies.

Methods

To answer our three research questions, we
use a variety of descriptive analytic techniques.
We augment these analyses with insights gained
from the principal interviews to further elucidate
the constructs presented in our conceptual frame-
work (Figure 1).

Principal Survey. We begin by developing an
understanding of how principal perceived agency
varies (RQ1) and to what extent contextual fac-
tors explain that variation (RQ2). We examine
the distribution of the four perceived agency
measures and assess the degree to which they are
correlated. Drawing on survey data, we estimate
a series of ordered logistic regression models to
assess how principal and school characteristics
are related to perceived agency (RQ2):

PA, =B+a'P+Y'S,+0'X, +A'T, +¢,. (1)

Equation 1 predicts the perceived agency of
principal i as a function of vectors of principal
(P), school (S;), student (X;), and teacher (7})
characteristics. We estimate this model sepa-
rately for each perceived agency measure.

Shifting to how principal perceived agency is
correlated with their strategic actions to imple-
ment teacher policies (RQ3), we estimate regres-
sions that predict a strategic action of principal i
as a function of a perceived agency measure (low
and high perceived agency with medium per-
ceived agency principals as the reference), prin-
cipal characteristics, the school context, and
student performance and teacher value-added
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scores in the year before the principal assumed
their position at the school (Equation 2):

SA, =B +3,LowPA, +8,HighPA, @)
+a'P+vy'S;+0'X, +M'T. +¢,.

We specify Equation 2 as an ordered logistic
regression for those action measures based on
survey questions with a discrete response scale
and as an ordinary least squares regression for a
continuous action measure. As 20% of principals
in our sample are their school’s founding princi-
pal, they are missing values of prior student per-
formance and teacher value-added. We therefore
present results from models with and without
these performance measures.

In these models, the coefficients of key inter-
est are those for the indicators for low and high
perceived agency (9, and 3,, respectively), which
capture differences in strategic actions relative to
medium-agency principals. We conduct a Wald
test on the equivalence of §, and §, to assess
whether low- and high-agency principals differ
in their strategic actions.

Principal Interviews. We use interview data to
provide insight into how principals use district
policies to improve the teacher workforce at their
schools. We do not use the interviews to make
broad claims about the role of principal perceived
agency in policy implementation as the interview
sample is not fully representative of the survey
sample.

We code the interviews in several stages.
During Stage 1, the research team reads all the
interviews and generates a list of codes stem-
ming from our conceptual framework and the
survey data (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; see
Supplemental Table B1 in the online version of
the journal for codebook). We create initial defi-
nitions and decision rules for each code and com-
pile them in a codebook used by the team
throughout the analysis. We revise the codebook
in biweekly meetings based on emerging themes
and questions. The team of five raters finalizes
codes when the raters reach 80% inter-rater
agreement on all codes (Miles et al., 2013).

During the second stage of analysis, we code
all interviews using Dedoose software. A team
member who did not conduct the interview codes
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each interview, increasing team-wide exposure
to low-inference data. We code interviews at the
stanza level, which consist of question—answer
exchanges and relevant follow-up questions. Any
codes applied to the stanza capture the full
exchange between the participant and inter-
viewer (Saldafa, 2013). Codes are not mutually
exclusive; a stanza could be coded as a “strategy”
along with “teacher characteristic-tenure status.”
This allows us to create data matrices about strat-
egy by teacher characteristic (e.g., strategies for
supporting effective teachers). Fifteen percent of
all interviews are double coded with more than
85% agreement across all codes (Miles et al.,
2013).

We then engage in an analytic memoing pro-
cess. Using multiple passes through the coded
data by two or more researchers, we create a
memo for each principal, systematically analyz-
ing all coded instances across the interview and
rereading the interview as a whole (Dyson &
Genishi, 2005). We organize memos around our
three research questions, paying attention to con-
firming and disconfirming evidence (Creswell &
Miller, 2000).

After completing the coding and memoing
processes, we tag each interview with character-
istics of the school and principal, culled from the
administrative and survey data. Descriptors
include principal perceived agency for different
groups of teachers generated from the survey
data, strategies reported in the survey, school
characteristics, and principal characteristics. This
allows us to connect interviews to the analysis of
the survey responses to provide fuller, more
nuanced answers to our three research questions
about principal perceived agency to improve
teaching effectiveness. Quotes from interviews
represent principals identified as high or low per-
ceived agency for a particular group of teachers
from the survey data.

Results

Principal Perceived Agency Over Different
Groups of Teachers

RQI: To what extent do principals perceive
they have agency to influence the teaching
effectiveness in their schools? How does
perceived agency vary by the attributes of
teachers?

Principals differ in their perceived agency for
improving teaching effectiveness: Some feel
empowered and capable of shifting the composi-
tion and facilitating the development of the
teachers; others report feeling less able to affect
such change (Figure 2). Although the majority of
principals fall into the medium perceived agency
group, the distribution of the remaining princi-
pals between the low and high perceived agency
groups varies across groups of teachers.

Principals indicate greater perceived agency
over the improvement of pretenure teachers than
over posttenure teachers and over the improve-
ment of teachers who meet or exceed their expec-
tations than over teachers whose performance is
below their expectations.® As shown in Figure 2,
fewer than half as many principals indicate high-
agency over posttenure teachers compared with
pretenure teachers, and almost 3 times as many
principals express high-agency over teachers
meeting or exceeding their expectations than
teachers not meeting performance expectations.

Interviews corroborate these survey results.
Many principals indicate they are better able to
support the development of some groups of
teachers than other groups. Several principals
note that the weaker, posttenure teachers at their
schools are impervious to all district efforts at
improvement. Principals discuss the relative ease
of developing teachers prior to the consequential
tenure decision, when they are “impressionable”
and “open,” and they recount struggling to work
with already tenured teachers who they feel they
can neither remove nor, in many cases, improve.
One principal summarizes the particular benefits
of working with pretenure teachers:

I actually have embraced this idea of hiring first-year
teachers. You don’t just find veteran, experienced
teachers looking for a brand-new job in the South
Bronx. I think we’ve designed the system around very
heavily supporting first and second year teachers.
Now, as we’ve done it, we sort of feel like, “Hey,
those are actually the people who become our
superstar teachers,” because they didn’t have any bad
habits yet or anything else . . . Because they don’t
know anything yet, they’re really open to learning.
And if they don’t work out, we can tell them after one
or two or three years. Once people get tenure, it
becomes much more difficult.

For this principal, and many others inter-
viewed, it becomes much more challenging to
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FIGURE 2. Distribution of principal perceived
agency, by perceived agency measure.

Source. Supplemental Table C3 (given in the online version
of the journal).

improve the teaching effectiveness of the post-
tenure teacher workforce.

A small group of principals surveyed and
interviewed express high agency over those not
meeting expectations and articulate a clear com-
mitment to fostering ongoing improvement of
posttenure teachers. In describing how they con-
ceptualize their role with respect to teachers,
these principals discuss the need to make tenure
a meaningful milestone, but also to support the
development of more experienced teachers. One
principal articulates the need to support ongoing
growth for posttenure teachers:

Our veteran and also our effective teachers, our
strong teachers, appreciated having feedback more
than anybody else in the building. *Cuz generally
they get left out like, “Oh, you’re not on my priority
list.” Then they’re the ones that are just so ready to
develop. I think I read a study once about people
leaving the profession, that one of the number one
reasons why they left is that they felt that they were
in isolation, and they weren’t challenged anymore. I
could see that, “Okay, you’ve reached the threshold.
Now we’re not worried about developing you
anymore.”

Several principals articulated the refrain that
even experienced and skilled teachers need sup-
port and actionable feedback. One describes
teaching as: “a journey not a destination. ’Cause
the bottom line, this doesn’t stop when you get
tenure. The expectation is you have to maintain
that and grow.” Another principal requires post-
tenure teachers to serve as new teacher mentors
or “model teachers” to create a sense “that there’s
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always a ladder within our building, where good
people can get better and be great.”

Our analyses make clear that principals’
perception of agency vary based on the tenure
status and performance of the teacher. On aver-
age, principals express less agency over teach-
ers they perceive to be weaker, or not meeting
their expectations, who are also those most
likely in need of support from school leader-
ship. Principals also express a greater sense of
agency over pretenure teachers. Given that the
vast majority of teachers are posttenure (75%),
this lower perceived agency for improving ten-
ured teacher may hinder the implementation of
policies designed to improve all teachers,
regardless of their performance and tenure
status.

Principal Perceived Agency, Principal
Attributes, and School Context

RQ2: Does principal perceived agency vary
systematically with the attributes of princi-
pals and their schools?

For each of the four perceived agency mea-
sures, we estimate ordered logistic regressions
with and without student and teacher perfor-
mance measured in the year prior to the princi-
pal’s arrival at the school (Table 3). The results
show only one consistent pattern: principals in
schools with higher concentrations of Hispanic
and Black students report lower perceived agency
over pretenure teachers. This pattern is open to
multiple interpretations and may say more about
the principals than it does about the schools.
Having a measure of principal effectiveness
would help narrow the possible explanations.
Although it is unclear how to interpret these
results, we include these contextual variables in
subsequent models to allow us to explore our
relationships of interest controlling for these
potential confounds.

While we also find few systematic relation-
ships between contextual variables and perceived
agency across the survey sample, many princi-
pals detail in interviews how their school’s con-
textual factors circumscribe their perceived
agency, though also not in systematic ways.
Several principals point out that their ability to
shift the composition of their teacher workforce



TABLE 3

Selected Coefficients From Ordered Logistic Regression Models of Principal Perceived Agency

Dimension: Experience

Dimension: Performance

Below Meet/exceed
Pretenure Posttenure expectations expectations
Variable 1) 2 3) ) (5) (6) (7 (3)
% Students Black -0.017"  —0.027* 0.001  —0.007 -0.011  —0.024* —0.008 -0.012
(0.009) (0.012) (0.009) (0.011)  (0.009) (0.011) (0.009) (0.012)
% Students Hispanic -0.026* -0.036%* 0.001  —0.010 -0.005 —0.016 -0.017"  —0.024"
(0.011) (0.014) (0.010) (0.012) (0.010) (0.013) (0.010) (0.013)
Enrollment -0.017 0.004 -0.038  —0.011 0.013 0.034 -0.090*  —0.068
(0.043) (0.049) (0.039)  (0.044) (0.040) (0.044) (0.040) (0.045)
Performance included X X X X
Observations 255 202 255 203 256 203 255 202
Pseudo R? .057 .072 .017 .025 .021 .036 .049 .079

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. All models also included percentage of students eligible for free/reduced-price lunch,
school characteristics (grades served and borough), and principal attributes (age, gender, race/ethnicity, years principal at the
school, and whether taught at the school). The performance covariates are measured in the year prior to the principal’s arrival at
the school and are the percent of students proficient in neither math nor English language arts and the percent of teachers with
value-added below the 25th percentile in math and English language arts. No coefficient on any of these covariates was statisti-

cally significant.
p<.1.%p < .05.

is limited by their perceptions of the teacher
labor market, the desirability of the school for
students and teachers, and superintendent sup-
port. For example, one principal noted,

there’s a teacher shortage, but it’s different for me
because I’m in one of the most fantastic buildings,
and it’s not because of me. It’s just a really nice
location, really nice families, really good scores,
really great teachers. Some schools, if they lose a
teacher who is average, all they can get back is a sub-
average teacher.

In contrast, several low-agency principals dis-
cuss lowering expectations for teachers because
of what they perceive to be a lack of otherwise
qualified applicants to their schools.

Principals describe district superintendents as
a key contextual factor contributing to how much
agency they feel around compositional change at
their school. Some note feeling hamstrung by
district regulations, suggesting that making ten-
ure decisions “sometimes feel like a numbers
game.” Others suggest the superintendent is the
one with the power—“ultimately, it is not my
decision”—and that they could not go against the
superintendent’s decision:

I have to present an argument to the superintendent if
I’ve seen the growth, but the superintendent also
recommends on her own. Like there was a teacher I
felt that his practice was growing and the
superintendent says, “It’s not enough for me.” I can’t
go against what the superintendent says.

Others feel more agency because they are
“extremely supported” by their superintendent
and have “aligned expectations” within the dis-
trict. Another details,

Our district is very, very coherent . . . the principals
we do walkthroughs with each other in different
buildings, and everybody is pretty much doing it a
little bit differently, but overall we are moving teacher
practice not just as a school, but as an entire district.

Others acknowledge the central role of district
superintendents but still feel a sense of control in
shaping the teacher workforce in their school.
For example, one notes, “each superintendent
approaches [this] really differently. Part of it is
learning the politics of how they are going to
make the decision.” With this knowledge, the
principal can present a case in such a way that the
superintendent’s decision is likely to match the
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principal’s preference.* Overall, we find only
minor systematic differences in principal per-
ceived agency across principals and schools with
different characteristics in the survey data. In
interviews, principals did attribute their per-
ceived agency to more nuanced contextual fac-
tors, including central office leadership and
support. The discrepancy between the survey and
interview may result from differences in the
interviews surfacing contextual factors that are
less readily quantifiable and not necessarily
aligned with measured attributes.

Principal Perceived Agency and Strategic
Policy Implementation

RQ3: Do principals with different levels of
perceived agency use different policy
implementation strategies?

To address this issue, we analyze the relation-
ship between principal perceived agency and
strategic policy actions around tenure and
Advance evaluations, using both survey and
interview data. We test these relationships with
two models, with and without controls for stu-
dent achievement and teaching effectiveness at
the school the year prior to the principal’s arrival.
Both models control for student, school, and
principal attributes. As we will show, the differ-
ences between principals with low and medium
and between those with medium and high per-
ceived agency are frequently insignificant while
the differences between low and high principals
are often statistically significant. Given our goal
of hypothesis generation, we focus our discus-
sion primarily on the low-versus-high differ-
ences but show all differences in the tables.

We focus on perceived agency over pretenure
teachers and teachers performing below expecta-
tions in our analysis of the tenure review process
given the policy’s design. As all teachers partici-
pate in the Advance teacher development and eval-
uation system each year, we examine all four
perceived agency measures (pre- and posttenure
teachers, teachers meeting or performing below
expectations). We then triangulate patterns in our
survey data with those culled from the interviews.

Teacher Tenure Review. Principals who indicate
they feel low agency to improve the effectiveness
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of pretenure teachers make more use of exten-
sions than do high-agency principals, extending
roughly 14 percentage points more teachers
(Columns 1 and 2, Table 4). This difference is
more than half a standard deviation in the use of
extensions. Having extended a teacher’s proba-
tionary period, however, high-agency principals
then leverage the extension period in ways more
in keeping with the policy design than do low-
agency principals. The district encourages prin-
cipals to use the extension option for teachers
who may not currently meet performance expec-
tations but show the potential to do so, when
given additional supports. High-agency princi-
pals are more likely to provide extended teachers
supports and, alternatively, to counsel extended
teachers out (Column 4). Principals with high
perceived agency over teachers performing
below expectations report counseling out signifi-
cantly more teachers than low-agency principals
(Columns 5 and 6). Perceived agency is not sig-
nificantly related to the other strategic actions for
implementing teacher tenure review (see Supple-
mental Table C6 in the online version of the
journal).

For principals to leverage the tenure review
process to improve teaching effectiveness, they
must be comfortable with the system’s expecta-
tions for their role in that process. Principals are
expected to gather the requisite information to
make a tenure recommendation during the typi-
cal 3-year probationary period. Low-agency
principals, however, are less likely to report hav-
ing sufficient information to make a tenure deci-
sion (Columns 1 and 2) and are less likely to
indicate that the 3-year probationary period per-
mits an accurate assessment of teachers (Columns
3 and 4). Overall, there is consistent evidence
that low perceived agency principals feel less
control than high-agency principals (Columns 5
and 6, Table 5). Across all three measures, low-
agency principals are significantly less comfort-
able with the tenure review process than are
medium-agency principals.

The interviews support these findings.
Principals who are high perceived agency over
pretenure tenure teachers on the survey talk in
interviews about being “decisive about teacher
quality” and report knowing someone is “not
meant to be a teacher” fairly early in their career.
All but two of the principals who are high



TABLE 4

Selected Estimated Coefficients From Regression Models of Strategic Actions for Teacher Tenure Review on

Perceived Agency Over Pretenure Teachers and Teachers Performing Below Expectations

Probationary
period extension
rate (pretenure

Offered extended teachers
additional supports and/
or counseled them out

Number of teachers
counseled out (below

agency) (pretenure agency) expectations agency)

Variable @) @) 3) “ ®) ©6)
Low agency 0.109"  0.065 —0.645 —0.566 —0.461 -0.583"

(0.059)  (0.063) (0.514) (0.643) (0.280) (0.309)
High agency -0.028  —0.088" 0.537 2.089° 0.991* 0.887

(0.045)  (0.051) 0.911) (1.227) (0.505) (0.577)
F test: High versus low agency t * * ok *
Observations 208 158 118 92 252 199
Pseudo R’ 155 249 .089 197 .050 .062
Performance included X X X

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. All models also included student, school, and principal attributes. See Supplemental Table
C2 (given in the online version of the journal) for descriptive statistics and survey question wording for these measures.

p < .1.%p < .05.%%p < 0.

TABLE 5

Selected Estimated Coefficients From Regressions of Principal Views on Their Role in Implementing Tenure

Review Process on Perceived Agency Over Pretenure Teachers

1 had the information I
needed to make tenure

The current probationary
period allowed for an
accurate assessment of

I have control over
the tenure decision

decisions teachers process

Variable 1) 2 3) @) 5) (6)
Low agency —1.849%*** D 37Q%** —1.044* —1.379**  —1.122*%* —1.070*

(0.449) (0.516) (0.406) (0.449) (0.411) (0.450)
High agency 0312 0.441 0.252 0.822" -0.274 —-0.035

(0.368) (0.440) (0.354) (0.433) (0.355) (0.428)
F test: High versus low agency HAK oAk * oAk ¥ T
Observations 239 189 238 188 240 190
Pseudo R? .081 122 .042 .067 .046 .051
Performance included X X X

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. All models also included student, school, and principal attributes. See Supplemental Table
CS5 (given in the online version of the journal) for descriptive statistics and survey question wording for these measures.

ip < 1. %p < .05, %%p < 01, **%p < 001,

perceived agency over pretenure teachers note in
interviews that they counsel out ineffective
teachers well before a tenure decision, making
statements such as “the children shouldn’t have a
third year of this.” They report being very direct
with teachers, making plain “this is not the career
for you.”

These principals’ sense of agency and comfort
with authority is reflected in their discussion of
the tenure review process. Unlike the low per-
ceived agency principals who report feeling con-
strained by the superintendent’s decision-making
authority around tenure, the principals with high
perceived agency over pretenure teachers discuss
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their comfort articulating their central role in the
tenure process. One principal notes,

Sometimes principals are afraid to have the real
conversation about why you’re not giving someone
tenure. Make it around these technical things and
defer to superintendents like, “The superintendent
was in your room and said this,”—In my mind, if you
really sit down with the teacher and say, “Here’s
what’s keeping me from giving you tenure,” and then
the person, if you’re really willing to invest in them
and work with them, they will turn that around. Then
at the end of that, they’ll be better.

The common theme across these principals’
interviews is the need for directness and clarity
with teachers about the extension decision, cou-
pled with additional supports. Principals report
telling extended teachers, “if you continue per-
forming at this rate, I will never recommend you
for tenure,” and “if you don’t get [tenure] in four
years, you’re not meant to be a teacher.” At the
same time, the principals are equally forceful about
the need for supports for extended teachers because
extra time alone is unlikely to realize improve-
ment. One described, “let’s give it one more year,
but let’s really push for progress . . . Let’s figure out
the specific things you need to improve and make
sure we help you get there.” Principals with high
perceived agency over pretenure teachers describe
using tenure extensions to clearly signal the need
for continued improvement, while using the time
strategically to target areas for growth.

In contrast, the principals who are low agency
over pretenure teachers are more passive about
the tenure process and the use of extensions, with
less clarity about why they extend teachers and/or
what they do to support those who are extended.
One goes so far as saying, “it’s not totally clear to
me how tenure even works,” and many focus on
the procedural elements of the tenure review,
such as collating tenure binders. Several of these
principals put the onus on the extended teachers
to develop strategies for improvement: “We
would allow the teachers to take on professional
development in the areas to support their own
growth, but they need to identify those”; “They
do know if they have any issues, they can e-mail
an administrator.” When asked how she supports
teachers who have been extended, one principal
responds, “it’s up to the teacher to look for the
support. We can just do so much, so I also want to
see if the teacher’s taking any initiative.” The
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principals with low perceived agency over pre-
tenure teachers describe their role in the tenure
process, both before and after extensions, as less
directive and less supportive. Collectively, the
survey and interview data suggest high-agency
principals are better able to leverage the tenure
review process as it was designed: to improve
teaching effectiveness in their school through
both the development of extended teachers and
the differential retention of teachers, based on
their perceived effectiveness.

Teacher Evaluation System. The centerpiece of
NYC’s evaluation system is the feedback pro-
vided to teachers following observations of their
classrooms conducted by principals, assistant
principals, and superintendents. Scheduling both
the observations and meetings to provide the
feedback requires principals to prioritize this
work as they have many other leadership respon-
sibilities and limited time.

Our data reveal that principals with high per-
ceived agency strategically allocate their time
and resources in the provision of feedback. We
measure feedback by the number of conversa-
tions principals have with each of the four spe-
cific subgroups of teachers (pre- and posttenure
teachers, teacher meeting or performing below
expectations) about their instructional practice.
Principals who express more agency over a given
group of teachers have more conversations about
instruction with those teachers than do low-
agency principals (Table 6). For example, princi-
pals with high perceived agency over teachers
performing below expectations have more con-
versations with teachers performing below
expectations than principals with low perceived
agency over this group (bottom panel, Columns 1
and 2). The pattern is the same for pre- and post-
tenure teachers (top panel, Columns 1 and 3) and
teachers meeting or exceeding expectations (bot-
tom panel, Columns 3 and 4), although the differ-
ences are statistically significant at the 10%
level. In sum, principals with high perceived
agency strategically allocate their time to teach-
ers whom they believe they can influence.

Interview data support the survey findings that
perceived agency is associated with different
implementation approaches to the teacher evalua-
tion and development system, Advance. In inter-
views, low-agency principals (across teacher sub



TABLE 6

Selected Estimated Coefficients From Regressions of the Number of Conservations With Specific Subgroups of

Teachers About Their Instructional Practice on Perceived Agency for That Subgroup

(M 2 3 “4)
Dimension: Experience
Variable Pretenure Posttenure
Low agency —0.557 -0.563 —0.446 —0.609"
(0.441) (0.478) (0.280) (0.311)
High agency 0.431 0.405 0.519 0.441
(0.372) (0.430) (0.560) (0.618)
F test: High versus low agency t f
Observations 248 196 253 201
Pseudo R 072 071 072 079

Dimension: Performance

Variable Below expectations Meet/exceed expectations
Low agency —0.733* —0.831%* -0.214 -0.320
(0.298) (0.332) (0.383) (0.426)
High agency 1.000 1.305 0.617° 0.655"
(0.715) (0.810) (0.326) (0.377)
F test: High versus low agency * ok 1 T
Observations 241 191 253 200
Pseudo R* 106 117 074 066
Performance included X X

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. All models also included student, school, and principal attributes. See Supplemental Table
C2 (given in the online version of the journal) for descriptive statistics and survey question wording for these measures.

Tp < .1.%p < .05.%%p < 0.

groups) also describe “doing more” observations
and feedback, rather than strategically allocating
time and resources to provide feedback to teachers
in ways that maximize the feedback’s impact. This
was evident in comments such as “I am in class-
rooms a lot” and “I do all the Advance observa-
tions, every single one, so teachers know that I
have my finger on the pulse.” The low-agency
principals do not describe a particular strategy to
engaging in observations and feedbacks. The gen-
eral approach is one of “more is more.”

As with the teacher tenure review, principals
with low perceived agency across teacher sub-
groups report being less confident than high-
agency principals in their ability to meet the
teacher evaluation system’s expectation that they
provide useful, honest, and concrete feedback to
teachers about their classroom performance. We
present the results for perceived agency over pre-
tenure teachers in Table 7, although the findings

are consistent across the measures of perceived
agency over posttenure teachers, teachers meet-
ing expectations, and teachers performing below
expectations. Compared with high-agency princi-
pals, there are more teachers with whom low-
agency principals feel it is challenging to discuss
content-specific issues (top panel, Columns 1 and
2), to identify concrete steps to improve the teach-
er’s practice (top panel, Columns 3 and 4), and to
provide negative feedback about the teacher’s
teaching (bottom panel, Columns 1 and 2). Low-
agency principals also worry more that providing
negative feedback will undermine their relation-
ships with other teachers (bottom panel, Columns
3 and 4). In fact, low-agency principals are less
confident in their role in the teacher evaluation
system than medium-agency principals.
Interviews reinforce the survey findings that
principals with perceived agency over a particu-
lar group of teachers use Advance observations
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TABLE 7

Selected Estimated Coefficients From Regressions of Principal Views of Their Role in Implementing the Teacher

Evaluation System on Perceived Agency Over Pretenure Teachers

(1

) (3) 4)

I find it challenging to talk with

the teacher about content-specific
issues when the teacher is teaching a

I find it challenging to identify
concrete steps to help the teacher

Variable subject I did not teach improve his or her practice
Low agency 0.858%* 0.873" 1.184** 1.376**
(0.428) (0.481) (0.452) (0.514)
High agency —0.578 —0.550 —-0.135 -0.177
(0.421) (0.488) (0.456) (0.538)
F test: High versus low agency * * * *
Observations 253 200 253 200
Pseudo R’ .083 .098 .063 .092
Variable I find it challenging to give I worry that providing negative

the teacher negative
feedback about the teacher’s

feedback will lead the teacher to
undermine my relationship with

teaching other teachers
Low agency 1.267** 1.178* 1.369%** 1.542%**
(0.413) (0.463) (0.400) (0.449)
High agency -0.360 -0.509 -0.305 -0.209
(0.460) (0.567) (0.415) (0.492)
F test: High versus low agency ok * ok ok
Observations 252 199 252 199
Pseudo R* 071 084 081 103
Performance included X X

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. All models also included student, school, and principal attributes. See Supplemental Table
C5 (given in the online version of the journal) for descriptive statistics and survey question wording for these measures.

Tp < .1.%p < .05. %*p < 01. ***p < 001.

more strategically to provide formative feed-
back to those teachers (pretenure teachers or
those not meeting expectations, for example)
that they perceive as benefiting from it most. A
common theme across interviews with high per-
ceived agency principals is the district man-
dated observations of teachers are helpful, but
not sufficient for realizing improvement. Many
principals with high agency for pretenure teach-
ers, for instance, say that the observation
requirements for Advance are “inadequate” and
that the bar for “effective practice” is far too
low for those early in their teaching career. That
said, these principals are still able to use
Advance in strategic ways to support their own
goals. Most say they observe pretenure teachers
far more than required by Advance, but note
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their “typical observations” are often much
shorter than the Advance requirements. Another
principal with high perceived agency over pre-
tenure teachers tells these early career teachers
that Advance encourages ‘“informal, unan-
nounced observations” (though the policy does
not specify this particular approach), and this
encourages the need to be “ready every day of
the year.” One principal with high perceived
agency over teachers performing below expec-
tations says he “only need[s] 1-2 minutes to
know if a weaker teacher was engaged in effec-
tive instruction” and that “pop-ins” are the most
efficient way of gathering information about
teachers who are not meeting his expectations.
Again, principals with high perceived agency
over particular groups of teachers express a
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decisiveness and strategic use of time in imple-
mentation of the Advance evaluation and feed-
back provision.

In contrast to some principals who report
maximizing their observation time writ large,
many of the principals with high perceived
agency over teachers not meeting expectations
suggest “being really thoughtful and careful
about what [they] need to do and what could be
done equally well, maybe even better, by some-
one else.” One principal with high perceived
agency over teachers not meeting her expecta-
tions notes,

1 just spend the time observing the ones who are really
struggling, the ones who are not hitting the bar, who
can’t get the kids to sit down, who can’t plan the
engaging, innovative activities. My AP’s they can do
the teachers who don’t need as much.

Another principal with high perceived agency
over teachers not meeting his expectations notes
that “teachers are the most important investment
that we make, so the feedback has to be very,
very strategic and actionable, especially for the
ones who are not quite there yet.” These princi-
pals echo that feedback, rather than observations,
are the true lever for improvement for teachers
they perceive as weaker and needing of support,
but that having a mandated system for observa-
tion has been a useful tool for their instructional
leadership.

“Principal discretion” in policy implementa-
tion is common across the interviews with prin-
cipals with high perceived agency across
different groups of teachers with whom they
work, echoing recent work by Donaldson and
Woulfin (2018) in Connecticut and earlier work
on principals’ use of evaluation policies
(Donaldson, 2013; Goldring et al., 2015; Youngs,
2007). Many principals describe using the poli-
cies to advance their own agendas for their
schools and suggest that tenure and Advance
work in tandem with other systems and policies
to affect teacher improvement. For instance,
Advance is described as a tool and framework
for informing coaching, new teacher mentoring,
and ongoing professional development efforts.
One principal with high perceived agency across
all four teacher subgroups expresses this most
clearly, “you’re asking me about the policies,
like they are their own separate things, but like

Advance and all those rubrics are just a tool for
helping me get all my teachers better every sin-
gle day.” Instead of implementing Advance as a
discrete system for assessing teachers at the end
of each school year, these principals report using
the observation rubrics as ongoing frameworks
for high-quality practice and useful tools for
promoting more formative conversations about
instructional improvement.

The survey and interview data are consistent:
Principals with high perceived agency for particu-
lar groups of teachers take different strategic policy
actions in working with those teachers. It is possi-
ble, however, given the self-reported nature of the
data, that the differences are all the perception of
the principal with no real differences. Although we
are unable to test this directly, on the district’s
2015-2016 school survey, teachers consistently
rate high-agency principals’ leadership more favor-
ably than low-agency principals’ leadership (Table
8, Columns 2 and 3), although the difference is
only statistically significant with respect to teach-
ers performing below expectations. This is sugges-
tive evidence that teachers’ perceptions of effective
principal leadership is positively associated with
principals’ own perceptions of their agency to
improve teaching effectiveness.

Discussion and Implications

Over the last decade, policymakers, practitio-
ners, and researchers have embraced a variety of
reforms intended to improve teaching effective-
ness. Without exception, these reforms, while
demonstrating pockets and periods of success,
have failed to realize their goals at scale. This
lack of success is typically identified as a failure
of policy design, with associated recommenda-
tions to abandon the policy approach (e.g.,
Stecher et al., 2018). A rich literature in policy
implementation (Fixsen et al., 2005) and recent
research on implementation of teacher evaluation
specifically (Donaldson & Woulfin, 2018; Marsh
et al., 2017; Stecher et al., 2018) suggests this
diagnosis may be wrong. The policy itself may
be effective, if it is well-resourced and embraced
by practitioners (see, for example, Dee &
Wyckoff, 2015). This article explores this propo-
sition with a focus on the role that principals play
in two prominent policies intended to improve
teaching effectiveness.
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TABLE 8

Average School-Aggregate Teacher Ratings of Principal Leadership Effectiveness by Principal Perceived

Agency

Dimension: Experience

Dimension: Performance

Below Meet/exceed
Pretenure Posttenure expectations expectations

Perceived agency group 1) 2) 3) 4
Low agency 3.043 (0.511) 3.092 (0.413) 3.103 (0.420) 3.053 (0.449)

Medium agency

High agency

T test: High versus low agency

Observations

3.155 (0.391)
3.201 (0.407)

256

3.162 (0.397)
3.285 (0.476)
i

256

3.155 (0.403)
3.330 (0.376)

*

257

3.156 (0.390)
3.204 (0.442)

256

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. Teachers responded on a 4-point scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree) to the follow-
ing 17 statements: I feel respected by the principal at this school; the principal at this school is an effective manager who makes
the school run smoothly; the principal has confidence in the expertise of the teachers at this school; I trust the principal/school
leader at his or her word (to do what he or she says that he or she will do); at this school, it is ok to discuss feelings, worries, and
frustration with the principal; the principal takes a personal interest in the professional development of teachers; the principal
looks out for the personal welfare of the staff members; the principal places the needs of children ahead of personal interests; the
principal and assistant principal function as a cohesive unit; the principal/school leader at this school makes clear to the staff his
or her expectations for meeting instructional goals; the principal/school leader at this school communicates a clear vision for this
school; the principal/school leader at this school understands how children learn; the principal/school leader at this school sets
high standards for student learning; the principal/school leader at this school sets clear expectations for teachers about imple-
menting what they have learned in professional development; the principal/school leader at this school carefully tracks student
academic progress; the principal/school leader at this school knows what’s going on in my classroom; and the principal/school

leader at this school participates in instructional planning with teams of teachers.

p<.1.%p < .05.

We hypothesize that unless principals believe
they can improve specific aspects of teaching
effectiveness in their schools, they are unlikely to
engage in strategic actions around policy imple-
mentation (Donaldson, 2013; Marsh et al., 2017;
Youngs, 2007; Youngs & King, 2002). We find
that principals express differential agency over
different groups of teachers. Many do not believe
that they can improve teaching effectiveness or
exit ineffective teachers. As a result, they are
unlikely to embrace policies with these aims.
Others do believe they have agency over ineffec-
tive teachers. In general, principals felt less
agency over improving posttenure teachers.
However, even in this case, a group of principals
we surveyed and interviewed perceived a sense
of agency over posttenure teachers.

We find that perceived agency is not system-
atically associated with readily measurable char-
acteristics of principals or the schools in which
they work, which is consistent with prior research
(Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2007). This does
not imply that principal beliefs are fixed or unre-
lated to school or district level factors. Indeed, a
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large literature on student, teacher, and principal
beliefs suggest they are malleable and influenced
by a range of school and district policies and
interventions (e.g., Klassen et al., 2011; Rimm-
Kaufman & Sawyer, 2004; Yeager & Walton,
2011). Research by Tschannen-Moran and
Gareis’s (2007) suggests that a complex network
of school-level supports, including teachers, stu-
dents, parents, and staff can cultivate principal
self-efficacy over time. They also find that dis-
trict level from superintendents and central office
staff serve as significant predictors of the devel-
opment of principal self-efficacy. Our interview
data also suggest district personnel, including
regional superintendents, can enhance perceived
agency over policy implementation, in particular
tenure policy. These reports resonate with prior
literature and speak to the need for coordinated
central office support to create cultures in which
principals feel empowered (Donaldson &
Mavrogordato, 2018; Donaldson & Woulfin,
2018). In this way, perceived agency is likely a
combination of principals’ beliefs about them-
selves and their ability to implement a particular
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policy, coupled with beliefs that within a princi-
pal’s context their behaviors or strategic actions
will affect change (e.g., a district superintendent
will affirm your determination about a teacher’s
tenure decision). What is less clear is how to
develop these beliefs in principals. If principal
perceived agency is indeed something that we
want to promote, we need more empirical work
to understand what interventions or supports
would cultivate principal perceived agency over
all the teachers in their school.

Finally, we find that principal perceived
agency is associated with principals’ actions to
im-prove teaching effectiveness (Donaldson &
Mavrogordato, 2018; Goldring & Pasternak,
1994; Halverson et al., 2004). High-agency prin-
cipals engage in activities associated with
improvements in teaching effectiveness much
more frequently than low-agency principals.
Principals with high and low perceived agency
also have quantitatively and qualitatively differ-
ent approaches to policy implementation. High-
agency principals report using the policies in
service of their goals, getting information
quickly, and making decisive personnel deci-
sions (Donaldson & Mavrogordato, 2018;
Donaldson, 2013). High-agency principals
report that they use their time more efficiently in
both the tenure review process and Advance
evaluation systems. They are more likely to
counsel out weaker teachers before the time-
consuming tenure review process. They lever-
age extensions of the tenure probationary period
in strategic ways to signal the need for improve-
ment and provide the supports to help realize
these improvements. In contrast, across surveys
and interviews, principals with lower perceived
agency report struggling to gather information
quickly, facilitating hard conversations with
weaker teachers, and determining clear steps to
promote improvement for those teachers, a find-
ing consistent with recent work by Kraft and
Gilmour (2016).

As we suggested in our theory of change, we
hypothesize that perceived agency is a necessary
but insufficient condition for principals to effect
improvement in the teaching workforce. We are
not suggesting that a principal’s belief that they
can influence teacher composition and/or devel-
opment is sufficient for leveraging changes in the
teacher workforce, but our analyses demonstrate

that principals with stronger perceived agency are
more likely to take actions consistent with
improving outcomes for teachers. Whether these
principals have the skills to successfully manipu-
late mechanisms to improve teaching effective-
ness remains to be seen. A failure to engage in this
process resulting from weak perceived agency
preempts the success of these mechanisms.

Our analysis has some limitations. First, the
analysis has external and internal validity limita-
tions. The analysis reflects the beliefs and behav-
iors of NYC middle school principals around two
teacher policies. The findings may not generalize
to other settings or policies. Nor does this analysis
have a strong causal interpretation. By including
a variety of controls in our regression analysis, we
attempt to limit explanations that compete with
principal perceived agency as the key driver
behind differences in various actions linked to the
policies. So, although we rule out some compet-
ing explanations, we caution that factors other
than principals’ perceived agency may account
for some of the relationships we find.

Second, our analysis provides limited insight
on what contributes to the meaningful differ-
ences in perceived agency that we observe
across these principals. We find these differ-
ences are largely unrelated to observable charac-
teristics of principals or their schools. They are
also seemingly unrelated to principals’ back-
ground experiences in a particular school (hav-
ing taught in the school they now lead, for
example) or participated in a particular principal
preparation program (as described in inter-
views). Understanding the causes of these differ-
ences will require a rich data collection to
augment administrative data. Such an analysis
will have important implications for improving
perceived agency among principals.

Research on principals’ beliefs suggests they
are malleable and represent a complex interaction
between an individual principal and the context in
which they work (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis,
2007). Principals in NYC rarely move between
schools, so we are unable to empirically separate a
principal from the context in which they work or
observe principals working in multiple contexts.
Understanding more about how beliefs may evolve
in different work contexts, as well as designing and
testing interventions that might shift beliefs, are
important directions for future research.
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Data on principal knowledge and skills may
explain differential perceived agency. Certain
kinds of knowledge (about content, instruction,
or students) or skills (including pedagogical,
communication, and interpersonal skills) may
well be correlated with principal perceived
agency, or perceived agency might represent a
more distinct disposition. Understanding these
relationships is outside the scope of the current
data, but it is an important direction for future
research. The field lacks a robust set of measures
of relevant principal knowledge and skills, and
we need to know more about how to select and
develop principals with the knowledge, skills,
and dispositions that support the development of
a high-quality teacher workforce.

Finally, our analyses do not examine the
effects of perceived agency on outcomes of the
policies, for example, changes in teaching effec-
tiveness through compositional change or devel-
opment of current teachers. This is an important
analysis, which is an important next step for our
research in NYC. Because we know so little
about how principals implement policy, we chose
to broadly describe what we viewed as key ele-
ments of a theory of change that connect the
design of two important policies intended to
improve teaching effectiveness to their intended
outcomes. We believe the exploratory analysis
presented in this article is a necessary first step
by documenting important descriptive patterns.

Developing an effective teacher workforce is
likely a productive mechanism to improving stu-
dent outcomes (e.g., Chetty et al., 2014). The
results of this study shed light on potential mech-
anisms for more effective policy design and
implementation for teacher improvement. First,
our finding that a small proportion of principals
feel high agency over specific aspects of teacher
effectiveness offers a key reason why teacher
effectiveness policies may not realize their
intended impact without targeted supports for
principals. Unless those charged with imple-
menting policies embrace those policies, it is
unlikely the mechanisms necessary for success
will function as planned. The evidence that high-
agency principals are more comfortable leverag-
ing evaluation data to provide formative feedback
is critical, given prior work that suggests forma-
tive feedback from evaluation is key in leverag-
ing teachers improvement (Taylor & Tyler, 2012)
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and student performance gains (Steinberg &
Sartain, 2015). Before concluding that teacher
evaluation is ineffective and a waste of time and
money, we should better understand the reasons
for this outcome.

Ideally, principals would view policies as
opportunities to affect their strategic goals around
teaching effectiveness, rather than mandates with
which they must comply. Our findings suggest
that perceived agency might be an important con-
tribution to perceptions of policies and subse-
quent implementation strategies. Principals, those
responsible for principal training, and their super-
intendents once they become principals can use
these results for principal development and selec-
tion. Several studies, including ours, suggest that
principals need support from district personnel to
implement evaluation policies in ways that better
align with district goals (Donaldson &
Mavrogordato, 2018; Halverson et al., 2004). Our
data suggest that those who support principals
from preparation into the field, including central
office leaders, may benefit by cultivating a sense
of agency, coupled with knowledge and skills, to
facilitate strong and strategic school leadership.

Additional research is necessary to more fully
understand how to select and train principals
who strategically embrace policies to improve
the quality of instruction in their buildings.
Descriptive research can provide a sense of
whether our findings generalize to other con-
texts. Ultimately, rigorous causal research is
needed to determine whether increasing principal
perceived agency supports policy implementa-
tion and boosts teaching effectiveness.
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Notes

1. Although theory clearly dictates that “Not at All”
responses reflect low perceived agency and “A lot”
responses reflect high perceived agency, the distribu-
tion of the principal responses also guided our final
assignment of responses to agency category. Very few
principals responded “Not at All”; thus, we combined
them with the “Some” responses, leaving “A good
amount” responses as medium perceived agency. We
recoded responses of not applicable to missing.

2. We estimated value-added scores separately by
subject and year by regressing student test scores on
prior test scores (same and opposite subject), student
demographics (gender, race/ethnicity, eligibility for
free/reduced-price lunch, whether English spoken at
home, English language learner status, disability status,
and whether changed schools), lagged student absences,
grade fixed effects, and teacher fixed effects. We then
impose Empirical Bayes shrinkage and standardize the
resulting value-added scores within subject and year.

3. Although principals varied in their perceived
agency over different populations of teachers,
principals who feel greater agency with one set of
teachers tend to feel greater agency over other sets
of teachers (Supplemental Table C4 in the online
version of the journal). Nearly all principals who
feel the inability to improve pretenure teachers also
question their ability to improve posttenure teach-
ers (84.6%). Among principals who indicate high
perceived agency to improve posttenure teachers,
most also believe they can improve pretenure teach-
ers (73.3%), and almost all principals (92.3%) who
express low agency over teacher meeting or exceed-
ing their expectations also express low agency over
teachers performing below their expectations. And
among principals who feel high agency to improve
the performance of a teacher not meeting their

expectations, most (87.5%) also are confident in
their ability to improve the performance of teachers
meeting or exceeding their expectations.

4. We explore the superintendent’s role in predict-
ing perceived agency within the survey sample by,
first, including New York City community district
fixed effects to account for the superintendent’s role
and, second, conducting a test of joint significance of
the community district fixed effects. The results do not
change and the fixed effects are not jointly significant.
Our ability to statistically detect the superintendent’s
role is limited by small within-district sample size and
the lack of variation in perceived agency within some
districts. We cannot rule out that a particular super-
intendent is a contributor to a principal’s perceived
agency. Understanding these dynamics, however,
is outside the scope of our study but is an important
direction for future research.
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